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ABSTRACT
Amos 2:6-8, commonly referred to as the Oracle Against Israel constitutes the focus of
this study. The oracle deals primarily \\~th domestic crimes committed against right relationship
among members within the Israelite community (as enshrined in the covenant). However , this
oracle against Israel is conspicuously situated within a cycle of oracles, characteristically known
as the Oracles Against the Nations. This study argues that this placement of the Oracle Against
Israel (Amos 2:6-8) is not accidental. Rather it serves as the culmination of the Oracles Against
the Nations (Amos l :3-2:8) disclosing that when injustice reigns ~thin a nation , it reaps
consequences not only for Lheleast of its citizens but also for peoples residing beyond its
borders.
Four key linguistic and literary features are studied in marshalling evidence to support
this argumen t: (1) the placement and emphasis on Israel's transgressions. (2) the use of the word

"J;r;i,.
(3) the use of the formula of irrevocability and (4) the use of the staircase numerical
formula. An in-depth analysis of these components demonstrates that Israel is at the heart of the
disorder erupting among its neighboring nations , as detailed in Amos 1:3-2:8.
Israel's election ,;,,•as about attracting all humanity to God; it was summoned to be a light
to the nations. As the Oracle Against Israel details the injustice in its own house, the possibility
that it could be a means of blessings for other nations becomes remote. And that these other
nations, as detailed in the Oracle Against the Nations, arc now portrayed in hostile and warring
relatfons with each other suggests some culpability on the part of Israel. Thus , when injustic e
reigns within Israel among its o,vn citizens, the consequences reach beyond its borders. But such
a dynamic is not confined to Israel but is evident even in my own country of Nigeria today.
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INTRODUCTION

The practice of delivering oracles against foreign nations has a long history within
ancient Israel. Such proclamations existed long before the time of the prophet Amos who
worked in the Northern Kingdom ofisrael. Oracles against foreign nations appeared in
various fonns primarily in the Old Testament prophetic books. 1 Apart from Hosea, every
other Old Testament prophetic book contains collections of oracles against foreign
nations. 2 These oracles were used in different sett ings - at warfare , in public
lamentations , in royal courts and worship settings. 3 Oracles against nations usually
augured well for Israel, for its enemies were condemned and curses were laid upon them.
These pronouncements formed media of assurances to Israe l about its ultimate triumph
over its enemies. Therefore , they were meant principally for Israel 's enemies and never
for Israel itself. Though prophets such as Jeremi ah and Isaiah made negati ve
pronouncement s aga inst Israe l, (Jer 7:9-11; Isa 9:7-21) such pronouncements were never
part of each prophet's collections of oracles against foreign nations. Though the prophets
would set forth oracles against Israel, ordinarily, these stood apart from the oracles
against foreign nations. For this reason, Amos 's Oracles Against the Nat ion s (1 :3-2:8)
that end with the Oracle Against Israe l (2:6 -8) is particularly curious. Moreover, this
technique of denouncing Israel at the culmination of his collections of the oracles against
foreign nation s must have astonished Amos ' listeners. Why is this Oracle Against Israel

1
John Hayes. "The Usage of Oracle Against Foreign Nation s in Anc ient Israel." Journa l of
Biblical Literature, 87 no. 1 (1967) , 8 1.

2

Ibid. , 81

3

Ibid., 92.

1

located within the oracles against foreign nations? Why is Israel , the elect of Yahweh,
denounced alongside other foreign nations? What message does the distinctive nature of
Israel's denouncement convey when compared with the rest of the Oracles Against the
Nations?

NATURE AND SCOPE
Amos the prophet lived and worked during the reigns of Jeroboam II (786-746 B.C.) of
Israel and Uzziah (783-742 B.C.) of Judah. The economic revolution of Jeroboam II was
thought to have brought great material/economic prosperity, as well as military triumph
and political stability to Israel. Howev er, according to Amo s, most of the people were, in
fact, poor and needy. While outer appearances in the nation suggested an era of wealth
and stability for some , many experienced economic hardship and personal instability. In
particular , Jeroboam II's policy of latifundiali zation - the accumulation of large tracts of
land by a few citizens 4 - increased the number of landles s peasants. Because Jeroboam
II 's tenure as king lasted for almost 40 years, these prolonged conditions of
impoverishment and decline created oppressive circumstances for large numb ers of
Israel's citizens. Thus, while the time of Jeroboam brought about the appea rance of great
prosperity and luxury, the effects or dividend s were felt by a minority of people. It was
these inequitable circumstances that prompted the denunciation of acts of injustice by
Amos.
Amos was said to have been born in Tekoa, a Southern city in Judea. Tekoa, locat ed
abou t twelve miles south of Jerusal em was bound by lime ston e hill s and wilderness

4

D. N. Pemnath. "Book of Amos. " in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Katharine
Doob Sakenfe ld, vo l. I (Nas hvill e, TN: Ab ingdon Press , 2006) , 20.

2

stretches.

5

The name "Amos," probably means "burden" or a "burden bearer. " 6 Amos

was neither the son of a prophet nor was he a prophet before his call (7: 14). He was a
herdsman, a sheep-tender and a cultivator of Sycamore trees in the Shephalah, in Judah
(Amos 7: 14). Yet, Amos went to Israel in the North and forcefully preached against
idolatry, oppression, injustice , dishonesty , the day of Yahweh and God 's Judgment.
Scholars have different views about how the book of Amos is composed. Some hold the
view that the entire work can be traced to the prophet himself. 7 For others , only parts of
the book can be assigned to Amo s, with the remaining traditions stemming from later
additions. The book of Amos is said to be made up of two traditions . The first tradition
often refe rred to as "words of Amos" make s use of first person speech and is found
primaril y in chapters 3-6. The second tradition making up the book of Amos is thought to
be edited additions, comprised primaril y of third person speech. It is found mainly in
chapters 1-2 and 7-9.
The focus of this study, Amos 2:6-8 belongs to the second cycle of tradition
characteri stically known as the Oracles Against the Nations (1 :3-2:8). Within that
tradition, the Oracl e Against Israel , Amos 2:6-8 , stand s out distinct from the rest of the
oracles. While the other oracles, are concern ed about war crimes committed by one

5

Ro land Kenneth Harri so n . in troduction to the Old Testament , (Gran d Rapids, Michigan: William
B. Eerdma ns Publishing Co mpan y, 1979) , 883.
6

Timoth y Agboluaje. "Th e Ministry of Amos in Israel and Its Socio-Religious Imp lication for the
Nigerian Soc iety," Ogbomoso Journal of Theology 11 (2006): 2.
7

John Hayes. Amos: The Eighth-Century Prophet: His Times and His Preaching (Nashville :
Abin gdo n Pre ss, 1988) , 38, Francis I. Ande rsen and Dav id Noe l Freedman. Amos : A New Translation, The
Ancho r Bible v. 24A (New Yor k : Doubleday, 1988), 15, Shalom M. Paul. Amos: A Commentary on the
Book of Amos, ed. Frank Moore Cross, Hermeneia- - A Critica l and Histo rica l Commentary on the Bible
(M innea po lis: Fortres s Pr ess, 199 I) , 14.

3

nation against another, the Oracle Against Israel deals with in-house injustices and
oppression against the poor, and the powerless. 8 Moreover, the themes raised in the
Oracle Against Israel are repeated and elaborated throughout the rest of the book. 9 Why
does Amos ' indictment against the nations culminate with this extended indictment
against Israel? What is the relationship between these foreign nations and Israel? Is the
fonn and content of the Oracle Against Israel (2:6-8) and its placement within the
collection of Oracles Against the Nations (1 :3-2:8) connected to the larger concerns of
injustice and oppression against the poor and needy that dominates across the Book of
Amos? Moreover, does this Oracle Against Israel have relevance for our own time ?
A special reading course on the Oracle Against the Nations disclosed a series of
unsettling connections between the historical conditions of Amos' time and that of my
own Nigerian nation. The outer appearance of the Nigerian nation suggests an era of
wealth and stability. God has blessed Nigeria with enormous natural resources sufficient
to provide convenience and comfort for all. The climate is mild and favorable to an allyear-round production of food and cash crops. At the time of independence (1960),
Nigeria was the world' s large st producer of oil-palm proce ss, and of cocoa. It wa s also
the fifth largest producer of rnbber and the third largest producer of cotton in Africa.

10

When it come s to human resources , Nigeria is the most populous nation in Africa . It has

8
Nili Waza na. '" War Crimes' in Amos's Oracl es Against the Nation s (Amos 1:3-2:3)," in
Literature as Politics, Politics as Literature: Essays on the Ancient Near East in Honor of Peter Machinist,
ed. David S Vand erhooft and Abraham Winitzer (Winon a Lake , Ind, 2013) , 4 80.
9

R. Reed Lessing. Amos, Concordi a Comment ary: A Theological Exposition of Sacred Scripture
(St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House, 2009) , 177.
10

Efeturi Ojakaminor. Nigeria We Hailed Thee!!: A Look at Our i mmediate Past (lp eru-Remo,
Ogun State, Nigeria: Amb ass ador Publi cation s, 2000), 8.

4

produced world-class business executives, Olympic standard athletes, intellectual giants
and internationally renowned artists and musicians. Having all these , Nigeria is expected
to be a nation where everybody should be comfortable. But the reality on ground is that
majority of its people have been oppressed, humiliated, pauperized and reduced to a state
of destitution. 11 Hence, this study on Amos' Oracle Against Israel intends to offer an
analysis that not only suggests its purpose within Amos' setting: it intends to set forth a
biblical interpretation that might also invite a self-examination for Nigeria of what has
gone awry and needs to be reconciled today.

THESIS STATEMENT
This study argues that the placement of the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) as the
culmination of the Oracles Against the Nation (Amos l :3-2:8) discloses that when
injustice reigns within a nation (whether ancient Israel, or even modern-day Nigeria) , it
reaps consequences not only for the least of its citizens but also for peoples residing
beyond its borders.

METHODOLOGY
Three basic methodological approaches navigate this study. First, a socio-historical
method will elucidate the complexities of the eighth-century world to which the prophet
Amos delivered his message. It will trace the historical environment within which Amos'
Oracle Against Israel is placed. A focus upon eighth-century socio-political issues will
be essential for under standing Amos' condemnation of injustic e. Today, a clear er picture
of the religion, politics, ethnicity and culture in eighth-century Israel has emerged

11

Ibid. , viii.
5

because of the contributions of severa l scholars. 12 Thu s, drawing upon this research , this
study will sketch the socio-economic stratification in the eighth-century and the abuses
that stem from this system as prevalent at the time of Amos. These abuses include
indebt edness, harsh levies/ taxe s, mark etplace robbery, injustice in courts and the lifestyl e
of a small elite royal class. The concomitant circumstances of the plight of peasants as
well as the factors that rendered these people perpetually poor and dependent on the
landowners also merit thick exposition.
Second , a literary critical method will expose the poetics of the text, that is, the literary
devices employed in the writing to persuade the audience. Such an analysis will disclose
how the poetics animates the social dynamics of the oracles in Amos. In addition , a
literary analysis of the placement of the Oracle Against Israel (2:6-8) in the larger Oracles
Against the Nations ( l :3-2:8) , warrants study. Why the Oracle Against Israel is placed
last, its significance and function within the set of Oracles Against the Nations (I :3-2:8)

12

Paul, Robert B. Coote. Amos Among the Proph ets: Composition and Theology (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press , 1981), John Barton. Amos's Oracles against the Nations: A Study o/Amos 1.3--2.5 , Society
for Old Testament Study monograph series v. 6 (Cambridge [Eng.]; New York: Cambridge Univer sity Press,
1980), William J. Doorly. Prophet of Justice : Understanding the Book of Amos (New York : Paulist Press,
1989), Leland Ryken. "Amos," in A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Lela nd Ryken and Tremp er
Longman III (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993) , 528 , T Raymond Hobbs. A Time.for War: A Study o,fWarfare
in the Old Testament, Old Testament Studi es 3 (Wilmington, Del: Michael Glazier , 1989), Wazana , Ji:irg
Jeremias. The Book of Amos: A Commentmy, 1st American ed., The Old Testament library (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) , Andersen and Freedman , Aaron W Park. The Book of Amos as
Composed and Read in Antiquity, Studies in biblical literature 37 (New York: Peter Lang , 2001), Philip J.
King. Amos, Hosea, Micah: An Archaeological Commenta,y , 1st ed. (Philade lphia: Westminster Press ,
1988) , Robert G. Baker. Amos: Doing What Is Right: A Study Guide (Macon, Ga: Smyth & Helwys Pub ,
1995) , Gary V. Smith. "Amos: The End Ha s Come," in The Prophets as Preachers: An Introduction to the
Hebrew Prophets (Nashvi lle: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 372 , Leon Epsztein. Social Justice in the Ancient
Near East and the People of the Bibl e, 1st Briti sh ed. (London: SCM Pre ss, 1986), Bruce V . Malchow. Social
Justice in the Hebrew Bibl e: What Is New and What ls Old, 1st ed. (Collegevi lle, Minn: Liturgical Press ,
1996) , Andrew E Steinmann. "The Ord er of Amo s's Oracles Against the Nations: 1:3-2:16," Journal of
Biblical Literature 111, no. 4 (1992): 683-689.

6

will also be addressed. Finally, the significance of the sevenfold pattern employed by
Amos across these Oracles Against the Nations also deserves literary evaluation as a
further means of grasping the meaning embedded here.
Third , a reader-re sponse critical method will shed light on the impact of the text upon the
reader and this reader's response to the text. As reader , the connection between the
Oracle Again st Israel and my own Nigerian situation opens up avenues for reflection. The
Oracle Against Israel has frequently drawn the attention of those stirred by the
exploitation of the weak and needy. This passage in the book of Amos has been made
relevant in modern times to new contexts. 13 A reader-response approach listens for
resonances between the unfortunat e circumstances of the time of Amos and those of
Nigeria in our own times. In regard to politics , economics and soc iety as a whole , the
situation in Nigeria mirror s in significant aspects some of the socio -historica l features of
Amos' context. Several scho lars have already pointed out how Amos' message resonate s
for the Nigerian society today 14 . Drawing upon the works of these scholars, this study
will sketch the corrupt practice s prevalent in the Nigerian society as prompted by the
study of Amo s. Such injustice that has eaten into the fabric of the society, summons a

13

M. D aniel Carro ll R. Amos - the Prophet and His Oracles: Research on the Book of Amos
(Louisville, Kentucky: Westmin ster John Knox Press, 2002) , 27 .
14
Chris Angelo Otuibe. Am os: A Challenge to Nigerian Church and Society (St. Paul 's , 2003),
Joseph A. Oluwafemi. "The Implication of Amos' Prophecies for Socia l, Mora l, Religious and Injustice in
Niger ia," The American Journal of Biblical Theology 18, no. 12 (March 2017): 1-10, Ojakaminor ,
Agbo luaje, Bamidele Seun Ogunmoroti. "A Theology of Ethical Agents in the Old Testament: A Case
Study of Prophet Amos as a Caution for Nigeria, " AFER 58, no. 1- 2 (March 20 16): 3- 15, George 0.
Falarin and Samson 0 . Olan isebe. "T hreat of Judgmen t in Amos and lts Lessons for Nigeria," European
Scientific Journal 10, no. 26 (September 20 14).

7

prophetic voice to sound the displeasure of God toward those who perpetuate these acts
not only in Amos' time but also in our own era.

SIGNIFICANCE
This study has significance both for scholarship and for the church community. While
many scholars have written extensively on issues about the Oracles Against the Nations
or more specifically, the Oracle Against Israel , few have delved into stating categorically
the relationship between the Oracle Against Israel and the Oracles Against the Nations.
This study attempts to demonstrate that even though the contents of the Oracle Against
Israel and the Oracles Against the Nations are vastly different from each other, they are
intrinsically connected and dependent on one another. Moreover, the connection between
the two texts discloses the prophet's bold assertion and invitation to tum toward justice.
The Church has a prophetic role of examining the "Signs of the Times" in light of
Scripture, as the Second Vatican Council states in Gaudium et Spes. 15 This is especially
true for the Church in Nigeria. It cannot remain silent or be seen to take an insouciant
stance. Thus , this research is significant because it also attempts to demonstrate that the
situation in Nigeria and its neighboring states can be instructed by a relevant biblical
tradition. Hence, this study occasion s an honest effort of appropriating the prophetic
message of Amos' Oracle Against Israel in particular, and the Oracles Against the
Nations in general to the contemporary Nigerian context. The Nigerian Church has a
significant role to play in this regard. The political elites and perpetuators of injustice in
Nigeria should be constantly reminded of passages from biblical tradition. Texts like

15

"Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Mod em Word (Ga udium Et Spes) ," accessed April
3, 2020, http://www. vatican. va/archiv e/hist_ councils/ii_ vatican _ council/documents /vatii_cons_ 19651207 _ga udium- et-spes_ en.html.
8

Amos 2:6-8 not only bring to attention acts of injustice, but also suggest Nigeria 's
responsibility for peoples beyond its borders.

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS
To achieve the proposed study, this paper is systematized into six chapters. In chapter
one, the discussion will center on a review of relevant scholarship. The mid-1970s - 2019
will delineate the period of scholarship that this project will review. During this time
frame, biblical studies shifted from strict historical criticism to a socio-historical
approach. Also, literary studies and reader-response criticism had become a new and
lucrative approach during this era. Since this research will make use of these three
methodologies - a socio-historical, a literary, and a reader response approach - it is fitting
to review relevant scholarship within this period.
Chapter two will focus on Amos and the concept of justice. The first part of this chapter
will survey some major historical issues vis-a-vis Amos. It will discuss issue s about the
person of Amos, and the authorship of the book. The second part of this chapter deals
with the meaning of social justice, as defined in the book of Amos. It also examines
Amos' concern about people's relationships with each other, which has justice as its
foundation.

In chapter three, a detailed analysis of the crimes oflsrael's neighbor s will be discussed.
These crimes preceded those of Israel. However, because they have some connections
with Israel's transgres sion, it is essential to pay attention to them. Chapter four will
center on the crimes of Israel. The first part will detail the similarity betwee n the Oracles
Against the Nations and that of Israel. The second part will review each of the crimes

9

Amos accuses Israel of having committed. It will also show how they are related to the
theme of social justice. In chapter five, the central section of this study , attention will be
paid to the distinctive nature of the Oracle Against Israel. This discussion will address
questions relating to the placement of the Oracle Against Israel (2:6 -8) in the larger
Oracles Against the Nations (1:3-2:8) , and why the Oracle Against Israel occurs last. Its
significance and function within the set of Oracles Against the Nations (1 :3-2:8) will also
receive exposition.
Chapter six will explore the situation in Nigeria: outlining how politically , economically,
religiously and socially Nigeria mirrors, in substantial aspects , some of the sociohistorical features of Amos' context. It will also survey the corrupt practices and
injustice prevalent in Nigerian society as illuminated by the study of Amos.
This study ends with a conclusion. Here , an overview of the project will be presented.
This discussion will also address the practical implications of the research, particularly
the importance of the need to avoid injustice in eve1y society. A sizable number of the
world's populations are suffering because of social injustice . This study of Amos on the
injustice s in Israel and their relationship to the surrounding nations ricochets a challenge
beyond the ancient world. In my own Nigerian context, social injustice is a pertinent
issue that needs to be addressed. Therefore, this research on Amos will serve as a
provocative impetus to address these ills and establish justice again.
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CHAPTER ONE
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The book of Amos occupies a prominent position among prophetic literature s. Its
importance arises not only from the fact that it is the first written prophetic text, but also
from the fact that the power of Amos' message continues to resonate today. Indeed ,
Amos has attracted an extraordinary amount of scholarly study in the last few decades. 1
David Peterson described the scenario well when he said, "Amos and the scholarship
devoted to it offer a microcosm of work on prophetic literatur e. Virtually every method
or perspective available has been exercised on these nine chapters. As a result, no
prophetic book has a bibliography comparable in size to that on Arnos." 2
This chapt er will survey modern scho larship in Amos, especia lly from the late 1970s 2020. Outst anding studies concerning the Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:8),
and the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) , are frequently among these scholarly
discussions. Therefore, this chapter will examine some of the literature considered
fundamental to the argument of this project.
Scholar s who have written on Amos usually tend towards one of two basic orientation s the diachronic or synchronic orientation s. The diachronic orientation deals primarily with
historic al recon struction s, whereas the synchronic orientation concentrate s mainl y on the
text. Daniel Carroll postul ates that scholars approach the study of Amo s from three

1

Gerhard F. Hase!, Understand ing the Book of Amos: Basic Issues in Current Inte1pretations
(Grand Rapid s, Mich : Baker Book House, 199 1), 26.
2

Davide L. Peterson . "The Book of the Twelve/Th e Minor Prophe ts," ln The Hebrew Bible
Today: An Introdu ction to Critical Issues, ed. S. L. McK enzie and M.P Graham, (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 1998}, 107
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perspectives: the "behind-the-text" approach, which concentrates on some sort of
historical reconstruction (such as a socio-historical approach); the "within-the-text"
approach , which focusses primarily on the text (as in literary criticism); and the "in-frontof-the-text" approach, which deals with the impact of the biblical text on the
contemporary reader (the reader response approach). 3
This chapter will survey the scholarship on Amos 1:3-2:8 according to these three
approaches - socio-historical, literary and reader response criticisms. A shift from strict
historical criticism to a socio-historical approach occurred in biblical studies in the late
1970s.4 Correspondingly, literary studies and reader response criticism were arising as
new and lucrative approaches during this same time period. Since the research of this
study will make use of these three methodologies - socio-historical, literary and reader
response approaches - this overview will focus upon scholarship from the late 1970s to
the present. The rehearsal of relevant scholarship on Amos 1:3-2:8 is organized under the
following heading:
1.

Commentaries

11.

Monographs

111.

Articles

3
M. Daniel Carroll R., Amos--the Proph et and His Oracles: Res earch on the Book of Amos
(Louisv ille, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Pre ss, 2002) , 18.
4

The era which signaled the use of socio-histo rical method among biblical scholars is best
represented by the extensive work of Norman Gottwald. In The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of Religion
of Liberated Israel. Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1979., "A Sociological Method in the Study of
Ancient Israel." In The Bible and Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneut ics, eds. Norman Gottwald and
Richard Horsley (Ma ryknoll , New York: Orbis Books, 1993), 26-37., and The Hebrew Bible: A Brief SocioLiterary Introduction. Philadelphia: Fortress, 2009., Gottwald employ ed social analysis to reconstruct
ancient Israel's social setting: postulating that a peasant revolt against the opposing rulers of Canaan was
what gave rise to the eme rgence of Israel as a people with a distinctive religious identity .
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1.1

COMMENTARIES

In his contribution , Hans Walter Wolff , 5 observed that the transgressions committed
by the foreign nations were different from those committed by Israel. According to
him , the transgressions of the foreign nations were war crimes perpetrated by one
nation against the other. On the other hand, the contraventions of Israel were those
against the harmonious ordering oflsraelite communities. For him , "Israel's war
crimes are acts committed by the powerful in oppressing the poor among their own
people." 6 Thus , Wolff accurately identified the differences between the transgressions
of Israel and those of the foreign nations. Unfortunately , he says nothing about the
relationship between Israel and the foreign nations or why Israel should be denounced
along with the foreign nations.
Unlike Wolff, Douglas Stuart,7 focused attention on the connection between Israel and
the foreign nations in Amos 1:3-2:8. He sees the reason for the denunciation oflsrael
along with the foreign nations as coming from the postulation that there is one God,
Yahweh , whose power extends over the entire world. In his commentary Stuart states that
the righteousne ss of God will not tolerate any form of unrighteousness from any nation.

5

Hans W. Wolff., Joel and Amos: A Commentary on th e Book of the Prophets Joel and Amos
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977),165.
6

Ibid.,

7

Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, Word Biblical Comment ary v. 3 I . Hosea, Joel , Amos ,
Obadiah , Jon ah (Waco , Tex: Word Books, 1987) , 308.
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Consequently, God is not only the God of Judah and Israel , but he exercises implicit
covenantal relationship with all nations. As such, he expects obedience to a basic sort of
"international law" and in recognition of which he implements that covenant's sanctions
against those who rebel against it. Additionally, Stuart states that the reason behind the
Oracle Against Israel being longer and more detailed compared to the rest of the oracles
is that it constitutes the climax to the entire cycles of oracles. Accordingly , being the
guiltiest of the group of nations, Israel has become in effect a foreign nation to Yahweh. 8
Stuart clearly sees some connections between Israel and the foreign nations. However, it
appears he does not understand the difference between Israel's crimes and those of the
foreign nations: he seems to equate all the crimes as equal.
Francis Andersen and David Freedman , 9 admit also that there is a relationship between
the Oracles Against the Nations ( 1:3--2:3) and the Oracle Against Israel. They see the
connection between the oracles from the point of view that the nations mentioned in
Amos' oracles were at a time occupied by the Davidic and Solomonic kingdom. Also,
they all rebelled against divine rule. This is because the root of the Hebrew verb ,}l~!;l
used in describing the transgressions of the eight nations is usually used to depict a revolt
against a higher authority: especially , of nations and their rulers revolting against their
suzeram .

8

Ibid. , 309.

9

Fran cis I. Ander sen and David Noel Freedman , eds., Amos: A New Translation, Th e An chor
Bible v. 24A. New York: Doubleda y, 1988.

14

Because of the accumulation of their transgressions, an irrevocable decision was made by
Yahweh to destroy each of the eight nations. 10 They also contended that the Oracle
Against Israel seemed to be different from the rest of the oracles against the foreign
nations because it is dramatically different in content and form. 11 In spite of the fact that
Andersen and Freedman perceived some relationship between the Oracles Against the
Nations (Amos 1:3--2:5), and the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8): as well as
differences in the type of crime conunitted, they appear not to have made any assessment
concerning why Israel 's transgressions are different: and ifthere are any implications
arising from them.
Similarly, David Hubbard

12

sees God's authority which extend over the universe as

being behind the condemnation of the foreign nations along with Israel in Amos 1:3-2:8.
He outlined reasons why the neighboring nations were indicted in Amos' oracles.
According to him, these nations were under the Lord 's authority like Judah and Israel.
Therefore, their wicked deeds were outrages against his rule. 13 The nations were held
responsible not just because of the damage done to Israel, but specifically because their
offences were those commonly judged as evil by the prevalent standard of their day.
For Hubbard, the Oracles Against the Nation (Amos 1:3-2:5) , only serves as a prelude to
pronouncing God's damning judgement against Israel. This is because , "if the lesser
breeds without the law are to receive harsh recompense for their failure to abide by the
10

Ibid., 26.

11

Ibid ., 29.

12

David Allan Hubbard, Joel and Amos: An introduction and Commentary, The Tyndale Old
Testament Commentaries. Leicester, Eng land ; Downers Grove, Ill., USA: lnte rVars ity Pres s, 1989.
13

Ibid ., 128.
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accepted norms of international law, how much more culpable is God's people to whom
have been granted the blessing of covenant and law? The catalogue of oracles in 1:3-2:5
serve, then as a preface to the poignant yet damning announcement in 3:2" 14 Hubbard
also sees the numerical pattern fonnula employed in the oracles as serving two purposes:
to show that each nation mentioned in the oracles has rebelled more than enough to
warrant God's drastic intervention, and to show that he is entirely justified in bringing
calamity upon the nations. Hubbard says nothing about why Israel's crimes are longer
and different from those of the foreign nations.
In his contribution, Shalom Paul

15

focused on the unity and authenticity of the Oracles

Against the Nation (I :3--2:5) and the Oracles Against Israel (2:6-8). He maintains that
the Oracles in Amos are traced to the prophet Amos himself. Paul rejects every school of
thought that suggests that the book of Amos, especially his Oracles Against the Nations,
are made up of different redaction stages. According to him , one of the reason s often
cited by some scholars who argue in favor of different author ship is the variations in the
structure, phraseology , style and deviation from a formal scheme. 16 Yet a close reading of
those oracles widely accepted as original to Amos - oracles against Damascus , Gaza,
Ammon and Moab - also reveal many internal and structura l variations amongst
themselves . 17

14

Ibid. , 130.

15

Shalom M. Paul , A mos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos, ed. Frank Moore Cross,
Hermeneia. A Cr itical and Historical Commentary on the Bibl e. Minneapoli s: Fortress Press , 199 1.
16

Ibid ., 24 .

17

Ibid., 25.
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Thus , "the prophet has obviously set for himself a fixed literary framework, but within
this framework he is at liberty to make minor stylistic changes. Although these variations
do not alter the intent or meaning , they do succeed in offsetting a monotonous verbatim
repetition of each oracle." 18 Paul concludes that variety in form should not necessarily be
a yardstick for measuring authorship and determining which oracle is early and which is
late. Accordingly , when the book of Amos is examined and analyzed on its own, without
preconceived conjectures and unsupported hypothesis , it can be reclaimed for its rightful
author, the prophet Amos. 19 A close and critical reading of Paul 's commentary reveals a
lack of attention to the relationship between the Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:32:5) and the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8).
Jorg Jeremias , 20 contended that no other prophetic book in the bible starts with oracles of
judgement against foreign nations like is seen in Amos. The oldest book of Amos was
framed by the Oracles Against the Nations (1-2) and the visions (7-9). The book of Amos
underwent its constitutive fonnation after the fall of Jeru salem during the exile - early
postexilic period. 21 For Jeremias , the Oracle s Against the Nations attest to two things:
first, that the nations are also guilty before God and , like Israel , must expect Yahweh's
punishment ; second , that the judgement on them prepares the future age of salvation for

18

Ibid .

19

Ibid ., 6.

20

Jorg Jeremia s, The Book of Amos: A Commenta,y, 1st American ed., The Old Testament
Library. Loui sv ille, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998.
21

Ibid. , 6.
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the people of God, since oracles against foreign nations before Amos represented words
of salvation for Israel. 22
The Oracle Against Israel despite its differences from that of the nations should be
understood as a heightening of the Oracles Against the Nations. It was not an
independent oracle that was later accommodated to the Oracles Against the Nations.
Instead , as Jeremias asserts, "quite the opposite seems to have been the case, namely that
the literary fonnation of the Oracles Against the Nations was undertaken from the
perspective of the Israel strophe as their intensification." 23
Additionally, two formal devices present in the Oracles Against the Nations point to the
Oracle Against Israel as their intensification: the graded numerical sequence - "for the
three transgressions of ... and for four" and the formula of Irrevocability - "I will not
revoke it." Even though each oracle Against the nations begins with the graded numerical
sequence, "for the three transgressions ... and for four," only one transgression is
mentioned. It is only in the Oracle Against Israel that the four transgressions are
enumerated. Again, the negative aspect of the formula of irrevocability - "I will not
revoke it," - excludes one possibility for influencing the divine will of the sort that before
the exile the Old Testament attests only for Israel, namely prophetic intercession. 24 For
these reasons , Amos' Oracles Against the Nations cannot be interpreted apart from the
Oracle Again st Israel as their eclipse. Although Jeremias specified that there is a

22

Ibid. , 19.
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Ibid ., 20.

24
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difference betvveen the Oracle Against Israel and the Oracles Against the Nations, he
concentrated on showing their unity. Thus , there was no assessment of why Israel 's
wrongdoings were in house injustices as against war crimes of other nations.
For Richard Coggins, 25 Amos's oracles are unique to the proph et. Amos' oracles have no
close or obvious link with any other material , whether biblical or otherwi se, apart from
the fact that other prophetic materials contain oracles against foreign nations. According
to him , when it come s to other prophetic materials that contain oracles against foreign
nations , they all share a close link with one another. For instance , the Oracles Against
Foreign Nations in Jer. 46-51 have an obvious link with those found in Isaiah and
Obadiah , but not so in Amos. Thus, he concludes that Amos ' oracles are distinctive with
only minimal resemblance to those of other materials. As such, Amos' oracles could
legitimately be treated in their own terms 26 Coggins spent time specifying the uniquenes s
of Amos' oracle without indicating whether there is any relationship betwe en the Oracles
Against the Nations and the Oracle Against Israel.
Unlike Coggins, Daniel Simundson indicated that the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:68), is situated among the Oracles Against the Nations (1:3-2:16). For Simundson, the
significance of the inclusion of the Oracle Against Israel among the Oracle s Again st the
Nations (Amos 1:3-2: 16) is that the Lord God oflsrael who brought Israel up from Egypt
to the new Land and gave the law on Mount Sinai, is not just a tribal god. 27 He is the God
25

R. J. Cogg ins, Joel and Amos , New Centu ry Bible Commentary (Sheffie ld, England : Sheffield
Academic Press, 2000).
26
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Daniel J. Simundson, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Abingdon Old Testament
Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 175.
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of all nations - even for those who do not accept that truth. Even though Judah and Israel
have a covenantal relationship with God and have been given the Law: so that they know
what other nations do not know, God still holds all nations accountable. Thus, other
nations cannot plead ignorance about God's demands for the way humans should treat
each other. 28 According to Simundson, God has provided everyone some knowledge of
what is right and wrong even without the special revelation to Moses on Mount Sinai.
Therefore , "All - Israelites and non-Israelites alike - should know that it is wrong to kill
pregnant women, sell other human beings into slavery or hate and kill members of one's
own family." 29 Furthermore, the denunciation of Judah and Israel along with the foreign
nations indicates that the nations of the covenant cannot claim special privilege or
immunity from consequences of wrong doing: or that God will always take their side no
matter what they do. 30 Although Simundson recognized the fact that the Oracle Against
Israel (Amos 2:6-8) is situated among the Oracles Against the Nations, he seems not to
under stand the differences between Israel's crime and that of the foreign nations .
Reed Lessing

31

posits that Amos' Oracles Against the Nations is the longest oracles

against nations among the minor prophets, and Amos was the first writing prophet to
announce God's judgement upon nations other than Judah and Israel. 32 Amos does so
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(St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. Hou se, 2009).
32

lbid ., 9 1.

20

because God does not tolerate violence against humanity or indeed any act that desecrates
the status of the human person. God demonstrated this when he sent ten plagues against
the Egyptians because of their violent oppression of the Israelites (Exod 3 :7-9), and when
he sent Jonah to the Ninevites because of their evil which included violence (Jonah 3: 8).
Thus, even though the nations were not part of Israel , they nevertheless are subjected to
the common law of all creation. They are not denounced in Amos' oracle s for sins that
they were not expected to have known but precisely for their crime against humanity.
Lessing postulates that the oracles are not original to Amos. He believes that Amos
employed an already existing genre - Oracles Against Foreign Nations - and made
adaptations to it to suit his purpo se in making stinging accusations against the unfaithful
people ofisrael.

33

To make this point clear he said, "Thus, Amos employs the genre of

Oracles Against the Nations not just to condemn unbelieving people , but also for the end
purpose of announcing law to the unrepentant Israelites who thought they deserved
nothing but Gospel." 34 Despite the fact that Lessing sees reasons as to why Israe l is
denounced along with the foreign nations , he seems not to notice the unique nature of
Israel's crimes as against those of the foreign nations .
Like many scholars before him , Goran Eidevall, suggests that there is a relationship
between the Oracles Against the Nations and the Oracle Against Israel. According to
him, the relation ship can be deduced from the way the oracles are constructed. Thus, the
use of a similar pattern in the construction of the eight oracles (Amos 1:3-2: 16), reveals

33
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that Judah and Israel are not thought to enjoy any special privileges from God: even
though they worship him as their patron deity. Rather , God has a universalist jurisdiction
over every nation. Thus, God judges all nations according to certain ethical demand s.35
Eidevall makes no assessment as to why the Oracle Against Israel is longer or why it is
placed last.
1.2 MONOGRAPHS
Towing the same argument as some scholars before him, John Hayes

36

considered the

oracles to constitute a single speech of Amos. He marshaled three major criteria for
detetmining the authenticity of the Oracle Against the Nations in Amos: linguisticstylistic, historical, and structural issues. From his stmctural analysis , he concluded that
(i) there is a common framing pattern typical of each unit of the oracles, (ii) two
subgroups are present in the general pattern , one of which has a lengthened description of
the corning calamity, while the other contains an extended report of the wrongdoing
whereby the crimes are empha sized, (iii) the oracles alternate between these two in sets
of two descriptions with Israel's oracle containing elaborations of both descriptions , and
(iv) both types of description s or both subcategories contain variation s in terminology
and mode of expression. 37 Despite Hayes close reading of the Oracles Against the
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nations , there is no indication he sees the Oracle Against Israel as situated among the
Oracles Against the Nations.
In his contribution Max Polley38 paid attention to the relationship between Amos' Oracle
Against the Nation and his Oracle Against Israel. Polley opined that for a better
understanding of the cycle of oracles in Amos , one should have in mind the DavidicSolomonic Empire and the obligations laid by the Israelite kings upon their neighbor s.
According to him , not only were these obligations, (which could be regarded as
"covenantal"), not being honored by Israel's neighboring states, they had also separated
from the Davidic kingdom. Thus, Amos' condemnation of the nations should be
understood from this point of view. Polley's augment seems to explain why Israel and the
foreign nations were denounced, However , he does not give any explanation why Judah
is included in the denunciation against the nations. Furthermore, nothing is said about
Israel 's in-house injustices as against the war crimes of the foreign nations.
Joyce Wood looks particularly at the Oracles Against the Nations as a war
proclamation. 39 She observes that the Oracles Against the Nations is God's proclamation
of war against the nations. This proclamation of war reaches its destination in the
judgem ent against Israel. According to her the Oracles Against the Nations situate s Israel
with the nations to the north, south and east. Each indictment in the oracles details a war
crime. However, there is a sudden move in the case of Israel from the international scene
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to the domestic, from heinous war crimes to oppressive acts within Israel's own
borders. 40 This creates the impression that the socio-economic offences oflsrael are
comparable to the violent acts perpetuated by the foreign nations against Israel and other
people. For Wood, "Yahweh ' s proclamations are not short sayings collected by an editor
but rather a continuous literary section in a larger composition."

41

Although Wood

identified the distinctive nature of the Oracle Against Israel from the Oracles Against the
Nations , it appears she does not understand the differences: because she equates the
socio-economic transgressions oflsrael with the war crimes of the foreign nations.
Like Wood, Moller Karl 42 , likens the transgressions ofisrael with the crimes of the
foreign nations. He avows that the Oracles Against the Nations serve as an introduction
to the entire book of Amos. Its use of rhetorical entrapment takes the hearers by surprise:
since for the first time it places them on the same level with the foreign nations. It
suggests the possibility of Yahweh perceiving them as not being better , but indeed worse
than all those foreign nations. 43
Working on a hypothesis that the book of Amo s as we have it today is probably a Judean
product , Moller set out to unravel the poetics of its presentation. He said, "it s primary
effect, I would sugge st, is to transfer readers to the scene, as it were, enabling them to
follow and paiiicipate in the debate. The text ' s main rhetorical effect thus arises out of
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the reader ' s encounter with the debating prophet." 44 According to him, the Oracles
Against the Nations is post 722 BCE. As such , its readers approached it with a "pastfulfilment perspective," knowing that Amos' threat of exile against Israel has come true.
When read under this circumstance , the presentation of Amos' futile attempts to convince
his Israelite audience of the danger they were in becomes even more powerful. 45
Consequently, what the book does is to urge its Judean readers to avoid the mistakes of
Amos' original audience lest they suffer the same fate. Furthermore , the Oracle Against
Judah in Amos 2:4-5 increases the text's impact by showing that the prophet who had
been right about Israel, after all had Judah on his list as well. In his assessment of the
nature of Israel's transgression, Moller identifies Israel as possibly being worse than the
foreign nations. However , he is silent on whether the transgressions of Israel had any
impact on the foreign nations.
John Barton , 46 maintained that not all the oracles could be ascribed as having been
authored by Amos. He singled out the oracles against Judah, Edom and Tyre as not being
authored by Amos. Barton cited two arguments in support for the inauthenticity of the
said oracles. According to him, first, the reference to brotherly betrayal in the Edom and
Tyre oracles seems likely to reveal an exilic setting reflecting both nations' assistance to
the Babylonians at the time of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. Second, the reference to
Judah ' s rejection of the law reflects a strong Deuteronomic theology, and therefore,
should be categorized as later than Amos. Third, the three oracles are literarily distinct
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from the rest as follows: (1) the clause stating the reason for punishment is expanded by
multiple finite verbs , (2) they have a shorted form of generalized threats of punishment
which are also given to other nations in the passage , and (3) they do not have the final
"says the Lord" at the end of the oracle.
In his attempt to understand why the foreign nations are accountable to Yahweh and
should be condemned along with Israel, Barton marshalled out four interpretive options
that scholars have propounded. These options include: (1) the nations are judged because
of their opposition to Yahweh's chosen people , (2) Israel ' s moral obligations before
Yahweh equally apply to the other nations as well, (3) all the nations , including Israel, are
subject to Yahweh's universal law flowing from his divine sovereignty over all the earth,
and (4) the nations are judged for breaking customs of war thought to be accepted
internationally. Barton's argument seems to support the notion of a customary law that is
seen as part of the common moral sense of all right-minded people. 47 Thus , the foreign
nations are not condemned for sins such as idolatry or unfaithfulness to Yahweh , but
instead, for wrongs that contravene their own moral sense. A close reading of Barton's
work shows he situated the Oracle Against Israel among the Oracles Against the nations.
Nevertheless, he made no distinction about Israel's transgressions when compared to the
foreign nations.
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1.3 ARTICLES
Taking a different stance from Barton, Andrew Steinmann 48 assigns all the oracles in
Amos 1:3-2: 16 as being authentic to the original author. He observes that the Oracles
Against the Nations contains two groups of oracles. In the first group , their statements of
wrong doing are shorter while the second group contains longer statements of crimes.
The two groups of oracles are placed in alternation between each other. Two nations from
the first group are placed first, followed by two nations in the second group. These are in
tum followed by two more nations from the first group and one nation from the second
group. Though the Oracle Against Israel , which is the climax of the cycles of oracles,
falls under the second group , it is significantly distinct from the others.
Steinmann also observes that the oracles are arranged in a coherent fashion. The first
three are addressed against city-states - Damascus , Gaza, and Tyre. The next three
oracles address three nations identified by their national identity - Edom, Ammon , and
Moab. The final two oracles address Judah and Israel as special nations that have a
relationship with Yahweh. Additionally , the oracles alternate between nations that are
neighbors of Israel and nations that are neighbors of Judah. For instance, Damascus , the
first in the order of oracles is a neighbor to Israel. This is followed by Gaza which is a
neighbor to Judah. The order continues in this alternating fashion until the sixth oracle.
This shows that the oracles are not arranged haphazardly but demonstrate a wellstructured, coherent, and artistic unit. So, while the patterns in the order of the oracles do
not of themselves prove that the oracles are original to the order of Amos 1-2, "it is less
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cumbersome ( and produces less complicated scenario) to posit that all the oracles in their
present form are to be attributed to the author of Amos 1-2." 49 Steinmann focused
attention on establishing that all the oracles are the works of one author. Therefore , he
appeared to have said nothing as to why the Oracle Against Israel is longer or how thi s
affect the entire Oracles Against the Nations.
Paul Noble also regards Amos' oracles as legitimate in their own terms. After a close
reading and careful analysis of Amos' oracles (1 :3-2:8) in his work," 50 he concludes that
the oracles against Judah and Israel exhibit traits that show that they are assimilated to the
foreign nations as well as distinguished from them. According to him, the fact that they
are placed side by side with the foreign nations and assume almost identical literary
structure with them shows that Judah and Israel are set among the nation s of the world.
Yet again , the fact that the foreign nations are charged with offences that any sensible
person ought to distinguish as moral outrages while Judah and Israel are charged with
offences relating to their covenantal relationship with Yahweh clearly demarcates Judah
and Israel from their pagan neighbor s. Noble further emphasizes this point when he said ,
"As in chapters 1-2, Israel is firmly reminded of its identity as a nation of the world ,
placed alongside and coordinated with the other nations as one clan within the
internationa l trib e. On the other hand , Israel is radically differentiated from all the other
nations by her unique relationship w ith Yahweh." 51
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The essential and portentou s message of Amos 1:3-3:2 is that having rejected the laws of
Yahweh, Judah and Israel have disallowed that which differentiates them from among the
nation s - their election as the people of God. Subsequentl y, by refusing to recognize their
responsibility to Yahweh, they have slighted the grace he has shown them and have
reduc ed his bringing of them up from Egypt to the level of a mere geogra phical
relocation, indistinguishable from that of any other nation. 52 Although Nobles notes that
the Oracle Against Israel is situated among the Oracle s Against the Nations and also
distinct from the Oracles Against the Nations, he is quiet about the impact oflsrael 's
transgres sions on the foreign nation s.
In his contribution , Mathew Schlimm 53 postulat es that there is a thematic relationship
betwe en Amos' accusations of the six foreign nations in the Oracles Against the Nations
(Amos ! :3-2:3) and the internatio nal warfare laws enshrined in the stipulations of the
Geneva Convention. Schlimm recognizes the fact that the oracles of Amos and the
stipulations in the Geneva Conve ntion s are derived from differ ent genres, nonethele ss,
the two documents can be compared with each other.
According to him , each of the six oracles against foreign nation s in Amos are
pronouncements against war crime s basically under stood as inhum ane actions
perpetuated in times of violenc e. Moreover, in today's standards , each of those war
crimes as enumerated by Amos against the six nations could be regarded as crimes
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against humanity and grave human right violations. 54 To conclude, Schlimm takes the
indictment against the nations one after another and shows how each indictment has an
analogous legal prohibition in the Geneva Convention. A close reading of Schlimm' s
work shows he was interested in exposing the similarity between the war crimes
denounced in the Oracles Against the Nations and the stipulations in the Geneva
Convention s. Therefore, he made no comments about the Oracle Against Israel and it
being situated among the Oracles Against the Nations.
Timothy Agboluaje 55 sheds light on how the Oracle Against Israel impacts on him . He
was fascinated by the similarity between the historical situation of Amos and the
Nigerian societ y . Agboluaje echoed that the historical situations of Amos' time is typical
of the Nigeria of our time s. Nigeria is a society with notable features of riches,
exploitation and profit motive with moral standard sinking into opprobrium. It is a society
that is beleaguered with social malaise of injustice, economic subjugation , culminating in
economic disparity between the rich and the poor mas ses with disconten tment and
destitution. 56 According to him , "Nigeria , even before the oil boom , was economicall y
regarded to be a promising nation in Africa, being the largest producer of oil in Africa,
Nigeria has the potential to be an economic giant, but much of this wealth has been
wasted by series of corruption and incompetence in leadership." 57
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In religion, Nigeria mirrors the times of Amos. This is because the depravity of worship
has reached its fullest point of development. Churches are preoccupied with materialism
nowadays in addition to the moral and religious depravity that has become the order of
the day. Like the time of Amos, people think that performing religious rituals on the
Sabbath is sufficient and the worshipper may still be guilty of dishonesty in business ,
insensitivity to the poor and immorality. Consequently , just as Amos advocated for social
change during his time, it is equally important for Nigerians to embrace behavioral
changes both as individuals and collectively as a nation.
The government is expected to address the problem of injustice in the society just as
prophet Amos condemned the injustices of his time. Furthermore, the judiciary system
should be overhauled to give credibility to the decisions and judgement of the judiciary.
Since the situations Amos deplored during his time are almost the same with our
contemporary Nigeria , care should be taken to forestall the coming judgement on the
Nigerian nation. Nigerians are therefore called to get aright with their God.
Unfortunately, Agboluaje makes no mention of the fact that the Oracle Against Israel is
positioned among the Oracles Against the Nations: and is actually the culmination of it.
There is also no assessment of its impact on the foreign nations.
Using a similar approach like Agboluaje, Robert Ellis
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sketched the analogy between

the economic situation of Amos and that of the present day. He declares that finding
analogies between the world of Amos and today is challenging for severa l reasons. The
major reason being the cultural differ ences between the time of Amos and our own time.
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For instance, the culture then was monarchical , primarily agrarian, pre-industrial and void
of modem social structure. Nevertheless , we cannot disregard the vital and essential
relevance of Amos' principles of economic justice for our world today. 59 According to
Ellis, while the message of Amos does not condemn modem capitalism or the
accumulation of wealth per se, it does call to question the type of capitalism where the
poor are unjustly treated by the rich. The book of Amo s denounces the sort of wealth that
is unnecessarily wasteful ofresources, profligately self-focused and oblivious to the
suffering of the poor , oppressive lending practices , unjust gain from labor enslavement ,
inequities in taxation , and dishonest markets. Ellis concludes by saying , "These
illustration s of economic abuse depict specific circumstances that are quite different than
the ones Amos decried , but they stand condemned under the same principle of economic
justice that the prophet espoused." 60 A close reading of Ellis ' work shows he depended a
lot on the situation described in the Oracle Against Israel to draw conclusions about how
the present-day economy mirrors the times of Amos. However, he says nothing about the
relationship between the Oracles Again st the Nations and the Oracles Against Israel since that is not his focus.
For Jeremy Hutton, 61 a properly situated contextual reading of Amos 1:3--2:3 should not
stop with the oracle again st Moab. Such a reading naturally continues with the oracles
against Judah and Israel (Amos 2:4-8) which form the climax of the Oracles Against the
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Nations. Consequently, in exposing the economic and social conditions of his time in the
oracles against Judah and Israel, Amos portrayed the national economics of Judah and
Israel as inextricably connected with those of their surrounding neighbors. Even though
neither prophet Amos himself nor the editors of the book of Amos conceptualized their
work strictly in economic terms , it is precisely the international economy of the Iron Age
II (and Persian period) southern levant that lies in the background of Amos ' oracles.
To prove his point Hutton goes on to describe two interconnected international trade
networks that did provoke reginal disputes , leading to shameful acts of dehumanizing
violence. Incidentally, a majority of the violence described in Amos 1:3--2:3 took place
along the two interconnected trade route's environs. Also, the indictments against Judah
and Israel seem at the surface level to be different and lesser in intensity to those ascribed
in the Oracles Against the Nations , but close examination will reveal them as resulting
from the lack of economic due process. 62 Thus, this "illustrate the interconnections
established between the crimes of which the prophet and his tradents accused Israel and
the world economy lying in the background of the oracles against Judah and Israel (2:48)." 63 Hutton recognized that there is a relationship between the Oracle Against Israel and
the foreign nations. He also clearly understood that the transgressions of Israel were
different from the crimes of the foreign nations. However , he failed to demonstrate how
the transgressions oflsrael - the in-house injustice - impacted on the foreign nations.

62

Ibid. , 111.

63

ibid. , 112.

33

For Bamidele Ogunmoroti 64 the Oracles Against the Nations which culminates with the
Oracle Against Israel, speak to the situation in Nigeria. According to him, Yahweh is
God not only for the Israelites but for all nations of the world. As such , Amos is not just a
prophet of Yahweh for the Israelites but also for all nations of the world. This explains
why Amos had to prophesy against other nations. Ogunmoroti goes on to say that, "more
importantly, the discour ses unravel the prophet's fundamental conviction that the moral
obligation of which all people are aware and which later centuries was to be regarded as
natural law is identical with the personal will of Yahweh "E lohim, " the universa l God
who exercises univer sal sovereignty and holds all people accountable for their
conduct. " 65
Ogunmoroti maintain s that Amos' Oracles Against the Nations is also applicable to
Nigeria; a multi-racial nation , made up of numerous clans, tribes, diverse religious groups
and all sort of people with often conflicting pollical positions. This is because like all
other nations of the world, Nigeria belongs to the one and univer sal God, the creator of
all things on earth and beyond. 66 Accordingly, Amos' voice resounds again to call
Nigeria's leader s to take up the challenge to salvage the country from moral bankruptcy.
This is because Nigerians have perpetuated all sorts of transgressions at home and
abroad. As a nation , Nigeria is guilty of cruelty and has allowed evil and atrocities to
pervade its social, political, economic and religious spheres. 67 Like Amos' Oracles
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Against the Nations, Nigeria has witnessed many forms of deadly conflicts that have
claimed lives and caused a lot of destruction and psychological trauma. Therefore, it
should be cautious and heed the warning against the cruelty done in its land. 68
Ogunmoroti's focus was on the impact of the Oracles Against the Nations and the Oracle
Against Israel on him as a reader from Nigeria. Therefore, he said nothing about the
relationship between the Oracles Against the Nations and the Oracle Against Israel.

1.4

SUMMARY

As can be deduced from the review of literature above , scholarship on Amos continue to
swe ll on daily basis: as several scholars propound different theories on one aspect or the
other of the book. Some scho lars have identified the many economic and socia l factors
presumed to be operative with in Israel at the time of Amos. Some others have tried to
explain the indictment of Israel and the nations from the point of view of either God's
authority over the nations or from a customary law point of view. Yet still, others say the
Davidic -Solomonic Empire is the key to understanding the relationship between the
Oracles Against the Nations and the Oracle Against Israel. And for some, Israel is the
target of the Oracles Against the Nations . Some also have identified the differences
between the transgressions oflsrael and the crimes of the foreign nations. But they
appear not to see any real connection between Israel's in-house injustices and the war
crimes of the foreign nations. There seem to be something intentional about the
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distinctive nature ofisrael 's transgressions and its placement within the corpus of Amos'
oracles against the nation.
Consequently , though several points have been made about Amos ' Oracles Against the
Nations in conjunction with his Oracle Against Israel, yet some questions have not been
definitively answered. Why does Amos ' indictm ent against the nations conclude with a
lengthy indictment against Israel? Is the fonn and content of the Oracle Against Israel
(2:6-8) and its placement within the collection of Oracles Against the Nations (1 :3-2:8)
connected to the larger concerns of injustice and oppression against the poor and needy
that dominates across the Book of Amos? Does Israel have any part to play in the
vio lence that is depicted among its neighbor s? Scholars have either not concentrated on
these questions or have yet to provide full explanations. This research aims to investigate
these issues to grasp the meaning embedded in Israe l's role among the nations .
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CHAPTER TWO
AMOS: THE PROPHET, THE BOOK AND THE CONCERN FOR SOCIAL
JUSTICE
This project aims at investigating Israel's role among its surrounding nations.
Specifically , it will examine whether the content and fonn of the Oracle Against Israel
(Amos 2:6-8) , and its placement in the collection of Oracles Against the Nations (Amos
1:3-2:8) has something to do with the broader concerns of injustice and oppression
against the poor and needy that dominate across the book of Amos. But before exploring
this larger topic, it is necessary to discuss some significant historical issues concerning
Amos briefly. These historical issues concern the person of Amos and the authorship of
the book. They also have to do with Amos' concern about peoples' relationships with
each other , which has justice as its basis. While considering these matters, it is necessary
to be aware that because of the historical distanc e separating the ancient text and
contemporary rendition of the book of Amos, one cannot assert with certainty concerning
the historical circumstances leading to its composition. Nor can one say what the prophet
(s) actually said or what his thoughts were. 1 As a result, this chapter will rely on what can
be deciphered from the text, to reconstruct the historical issues under review.

2.1

WHO IS AMOS?

The man and prophet called Amo s appears to be unknown outside the book of Amos. It
looks as ifh e is unknown in other books of the Hebrew Bible becaus e no other book

1
Graeme Auld A. "Prop hets Through the Looking Glass," Journ al for the Study of the Old
Testament 8, no. 27 (October 1983): 23.
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mentions his name. Additionally , there is also no information about him from any other
contemporary source. 2 We know nothing of the personal history of Amos. The little
details on Amos stem from his message in the book of Amos .3 That explains why
scholars have never agreed as to who Amos was . Alberto Soggin made a compe lling case
on this point when he said that the profession within which Amos was engaged before he
was called to the prophetic ministry has become a matter of controversy. 4
Chapter 1:1 of the book provide s the information that Amos was a shepherd by
profession. Verse one of that section states,

~i~r;,~
□'jt,t:1 :i,:;:i-,tp~"who was among the

sheep- breeders of Tekoa." One can deduce from that statement that Amos was a sheep
breeder rather than an ordinary shepherd .5 It is important to note that even though the
word

□'Jt,j;:i

is typically translated as "shepherd ," there are other probable meanings of

this same word as "sheep-breeder," "sheep -dealer," "sheep -raiser," or "sheep-tender. " 6
One can say that Amos was by profession , a shepherd. The Hebrew word 7pJ::iwhich is
translated as shepherd, was also used ofMesha, the king of Moab, who dealt in livestock
by the hundreds of thousand s. King Mesha was mandated to reimburse Ahab, king of

2

Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Amos: A New Translation, The Anchor Bible v.
24A (New York: Doub leday, 1988), 24.
3

Douglas K. Stuart , Hosea-Jonah , Word Biblical Commentary v. 31. Hosea, Joel , Amos ,
Obadiah , Jonah (Waco, Tex: Word Book s, 1987), 284.
4

Alberto Soggin J. The Prophet Amos: A Translation and Commentary (London: SCM Press ,

1987), 9.
5

Ferry Mamahit Y. Establish Justi ce in the Land: Rhetori c and Theology of Social Justice in the
Book of Amos (A Dissertation submitt ed to the University of Pretoria , directed by Prof.PM Venter,
2009),4 0.
6

William Lee Ho lladay, Ludwig Koh ler, and Walter Baumgartner. A Concise H ebrew and
Aramaic L exicon of the Old Testament : Bas ed on the Lexical Work of Ludwig Ko ehler and Walter
Baumgartner, 10th corr. impress ion. (Grand Rapids, Michig an.: Leiden: William B. Eerdmans ; E.J. Brill,
1988), 245.

38

Israel 100,000 lambs, as well as wool from 100,000 rams (II Kings 3 :4).7 The Hebrew
word 7j?JJ.is only used twice in the bible - in Amos 1:2 and 2 Kings3 :4. As a result, its
meaning is limited. 8 Because of this, some scholars have resorted to Ugaritic, Moabite,
Babylonian, and Arabic materials to interpret it. Thus, in an ancient language study which
examined the word 1PJJ.it was discovered that persons referred to as1pJ::i.were managers
of sheep. These managers of sheep had a high standing in the society when compared to
everyday shepherds. 9 One can infer then that Amos was probably not a lonely
countryside shepherd roaming from one pasture to the other with few sheep under his
care. On the contrary, he was perhaps someone who was economically well to do and had
a large number of sheep or goats.
Amos refers to himself as a 7j?l:J.(Amos 7:14). The term ip,:::imay commonly be
considered as the derivative from bqr (ox, cow), which is usually used as a common
designation for a herd of cattle. Thus , in a literal sense, the word means "herdsman" or
"cattleman."

°Consequently,

1

there is a seeming contradiction between what Amos calls

himself - a herdsman and what the text in Amos 1:1 says of him - a sheep-breeder. To
solve this seeming contradiction, several scholars have proposed different ideas. Some
have attributed the conh·adiction to scribal etTOrs.11 Some others do attribute it to
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influence s from the Septuagint reading in Amos 1: 1 where 7i;1::J.is replaced with i i?J::J.
. 12
Whatever reason s scholars propound to solve the apparent contradiction , it is essential to
be aware of the difficulty in putting forward a proposition that would satisfactorily solve
that problem. That notwithstanding , an all-inclusive translation such as "livestock
breeder" may be a better translation. 13 This is because "livestock breed er" appears to be
apt in covering all nuances of the significance of the team. 14 In this way, Amos may be
said to be the owner of both large and small sheep; hence , the application of both tennsii;J::J. an d 1p1::i.15

In addition to being a livestock breeder, Amos was a sycamore-fig tree agronomist.
Amos specifically used the words, 0'1:ii?W01?1::ito describe his occupation (Amos 7: 14).
The word o1?i::igenerally refers to an action of gathering figs. 16 It was common for
herdsmen to gather sycamore leaves and fruits to use as forage for their sheep and
livestock . Since Amos is said to be a herdsman , it makes sense to associate himself with
the activity of gathering figs. 17 Also related with the act of gathering fig was the "piercing
the fig-like fruit of the Palestinian sycamore to hasten its ripening." 18 It was a method of
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piercing or cutting the tip of the unripe sycamore fruits to let the juice come out as a
means of speeding up the ripening process. This was a widespread practice in ancient
times. 19 And if Amos was engaged in this, he must have beaten the fruit with the baton to
prompt them to mature and to make them comestible. 20 No one can tell with certainty
whether Amos gathered sycamore leaves and fruits as forage to feed his livestock or
whether he was involved with piercing or cutting the tip of unripe sycamore fruits as
described above. Again, no one can tell whether Amos was a mere sycamore worker or
whether he was the owner of the sycamore trees he tended. 21 The lacuna created by this
lack of knowledge invites speculations. Thus, scholars are not in agreement as to what is
meant by Amos being a sycamore tree dresser. Nevertheless, there is agreement among
scholars that in addition to being a herdsman or a livestock breeder , Amos had some form
of connection with the sycamore tree. Stephen Winward held that the main occupation of
Amos was a herdsman, but in addition to being a herdsman , he had a seasonal trade
which had to do with the syca more tree.22 Richard Steiner also opines that Amos
conceivably chartered field s containing sycamore trees , plausibly in the valley of Jericho ,
so that his animals may graze during wintertime. 23
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Amos was not just a herdsman or livestock breeder who had some relationship with the
sycamore tree ; he was a prophet of God. Amos 7: 15 reveals that the Lord took Amos
from where he was tending the flock and commissioned him to go and prophesy to his
people Israel. Yet in response to Amaziah's directive to flee to Judah and cont inue with
his prophecy there , Amos said,

:i~~ t\'t-n~

K?l':;JJ~t\';rK1? "I am no prophet, nor I am a

son of a prophet " (7: 14). To address this seeming contradiction about the prophetic
profession of Amos, scholars are divided about how to translate that statement. The
difficulty in translating the text comes from the fact that there are no tenses present in this
Hebrew. There is no copu la connecting the subject and the predicate of that sentence. 24
Therefore , one is left with the option of choosing based on the situation , "whet her the
temporal reference intended is the present or the past." 25
The dilemma created by this tenseless sentence is on how one shou ld translate it whether in the present or past tense. 26 Should it be translated as "I am not a prophet , nor
a son of a prophet " or "I was not a prophet, nor was I a son of a prophet?" Scholars are
divided into two schools of thought - those who embrace the present tense view of
interpretation and those who stick to the past tense concept of reading the text. Scholars
who embrace the present tense view of interpretation 27 postulate that Amos' reply to
Amaziah was not a denial of being a prophet , but a denial of being the type of prophet
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Amaziah ascribed him to be - :im - seer, (Amos7: 13). Amos also denies being a ~'::lJ in
the sense of being a cul tic prophet - one who had a distinguished office or role in the
society's devotion. 28 Thus, Amos' reply to Amaziah was an act of distancing himself
from the type of prophet Amaziah thought him to be, not a denial or rejection of the
mandate from God to prophesy to the people. So, Amos' reply to Amaziah refers to his
present state and not the past.
For scholars who stick to the past tense notion of interpretation,

29

Amos' reply to

Amaziah refers to the past. Accordingly, the sentence could be translated as "I was not a
prophet, and I was not the son of a prophet." For these scholars , the divergence between
Amos ' reply and texts such as Amos 2: 11, 3:7-8, and 7: 15b is a clear indication that
Amos was referring to his past. Again, because the second half of Amos' reply in 7: 14
refers to the past, it is pertinent to view the first part as also being in the past. 30
Subsequently, Amos ab initio was not a prophet. He had a different profession and
occupation until he was called to prophetic activity and became one. 31 According to Jeff
Niehaus, there are two vital reasons why Amos' reply should be translated in the past. (1)
To interpret Amos' response in the present tense would repudiate other passages in the
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book, which show clearly that Amos was a prophet such as 7:15, and 3:3 7-8. (2) When it
is translated as past tense , it fits well in the context of what Amos was before his call. 32
This paper does not intend to appro ve or disapprove the positions of scholars who
speculate whether Amos' reply should be translated in the present or past. Instead, it
advocate s that attention should be placed on the context which brought about Amos '
reply - the conflict of authority between Amo s and Ama ziah. The situation which led to
the showdown between Amos and Amaziah would always remain the same irrespective
of how Amos 7: 14-15 is translated. 33 Ama ziah allotted to himself the authority to
determine where Amos may prophesy . Amos reiterates that since he belonged to neither a
prophetic group nor his own , but is called by God , Ama ziah had no such authorit y to
dictate where Amo s should speak. 34 Because Amos ' reply to Amaziah's demand is
verbles s, it is possible to translate it in numerous ways. What is crucial here is to remain
faithful to the context which gives meaning to Amos ' replay. Accordingly , Amos ' s reply
indicates a clear distinction between (1) a prophet by virtue of office - ~':lJand a prophet
called by God. (2) A ~':in:i "a prophet's disciple " who is trained by a prophet and a
proph et sent by God for a purpose. (3) a cult official who receives a salary for duties
performed and an indep endent prophet who se activities are approved by God alone. 35
Expressed in a better per spective , Amo s was not in Bethel to perform prophetic duties as
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a representative of a prophetic band or guild: but he was there as a layman under divine
instruction to carry out prophetic duties. 36
2.2

WAS AMOS FROM JUDAH OR ISRAEL?

Following chapter 1: 1 of the book of Amos , scholars generally agree that Amos was from
Tekoa. This is because the application of the preposition , l?j "from" before the noun lli~r;,
"Tekoa" shows the prophet's place of origin. 37 However , the exact location of Tekoa has
generated and continues to create debates from scholars. Scholars generally fall under
two camps when it comes to the setting of Tekoa. The first group holds that Tekoa is
positioned in Judah. The second group think that it is sited in the Northern kingdom.
Those who ascribe to a Judean scene of Tekoa believe that it is situated somewhere south
of Jerusalem. While scho lars who belong to this school of thought agree that Tekoa is
located in the south of Jerusalem , they disagree when it comes to the distance of Tekoa
from Jerusalem. Otto Eissfeldt says that Tekoa is about 12.5 miles south of Jerusalem. 38
On the other hand, Douglass Stuart insists that Tekoa is about 10 miles from the south of
Jerusalem. 39And still more, Ann Macpher son reiterates that Tekoa is only 6 miles from
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Jerusalem ,4 For his part, Shalom Paul maintains that Tekoa is only 5 miles south of
Jerusal em. 41
This location of Tekoa becomes credible when one takes into account that Amos was a
herdsman or a livestock breeder; since it was a location that was good for the cultivation
of animals , especially cattle . However, it becomes problematic when one considers
Amos' other occupation that relates to the sycamore tree. Sycamore trees do not grow in
the highland. Since Tekoa is on a plateau , it cannot be an excellent place to cultivat e
them. 42 As a result, scholars such as Eissfeldt opine that Amos must have grown
sycamore trees in the lowland areas that belonged to him. 43
Scholars 44 who ascribe to the second school of thought believe Tekoa is in the northern
kingdom. Klaus Koch is not comfortable with the widely accepted concept that Amos
comes from a Judean Tekoa. He went as far as speculating that Tekoa was somewhere in
Galilee of the northern kingdom. Even though he came to such a conclusion without a
detailed explanation or concrete argument to support his case, he forcedly asserted, "it
would be therefore more obvious to think of a Galilean Tekoa , which is attested in postbiblical time ."45 Like Koch , Stanl ey Rosenbaum is of the view that the evidence put
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forward to support the notion that Amos is from Tekoa in Judea is hardly compelling. Its
failure to be persuasive rests upon the fact that it is based on only a single text - Amos
1: 1- which does not even indicate the location of Tekoa. Rosenbaum is of the view that
Amos was a native of the Northern Kingdom who plotted to overthrow the government of
his time 46 However, John Hayes reveals that the idea of a Galilean Tekoa probably
originates from the Talmud .47 Some postulators of a Galilean Tekoa have relied on the
internal evidence from the book of Amos to assert that Tekoa must be located in the north
and not the south. First, Amos ' relationship with the sycamore tree calls into question his
Judean origin because sycamore trees do not grow in the south. Since sycamore grows in
the north , it is probable that Tekoa is in the north. 48 Second , when Ama ziah addressed
Amos in 7: 10, he used the words "flee" and "treason." Such words suggest that Amos
must have been from the north and was a leader who came from a mid-level office in the
administration ofTsrael. 49 If Amos had been from the south , Amaziah would have
probably asked him to "return" to his place of birth and not to ask him to flee. 50
Furthermore, the text itself appears to originate from the north. If the text has a northern
origin, it naturally follow s that its author /speaker wa s a northerner.
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These proposals marshaled out to support a northern origin of Amos are not convincing
to several scholars. They seem to be based on speculations , especially when no mention
is made of the exact location of Tekoa in Israel. 52 Philip King , in his contribution to this
debate , reiterates that "the biblical sycamore grows only in the lowlands and coastal
plains , protect ed from the frost. " 53 If this is true , then the Galilean Tekoa, which is in
upper Galilee also do not qualify as a place where sycamore is grown. Thus, a northern
Tekoa is not situated in areas and elevations suitable for the cultivation of sycamore.
Also , the Galilean Tekoa is not located in regions and heights ideal for the planting of
sycamore . In either case, Amos would have to move to a lower elevation where sycamore
trees grow. 54 Even if King ' s position were to be disregarded, T. J. Wright argues that
there is no compelling evidence that sycamore tree s were found only in the northern
kingdom. Therefore , Amos ' association with the sycamore tree should not automatically
be the reason to label him as coming from the north. 55 Thus, there is no persuasive reason
to discard the Judean origin of Tekoa.
Likewis e, the recourse to lingui stic argument in support of a Galilean Tekoa of Amos is
less convincing. Evidence exists indicating that persons of particular linguistic groups or
subgroup s can acquire or adapt to other linguistic groups or dialectical peculiarities
different from their group s or sub group s.56 Thus, one cannot determine one 's place of
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origin or where they worked solely based on linguistic and analytic characteristics. Since
none of these arguments in favor of a Galilean Tekoa is persuasive enough , Donald
Gowan concludes that the "efforts to make Amos a citizen of the northern kingdom , from
a Tekoa in Galilee, have not been persuasive to many scholars." 57 Therefore, Gerhard
Hase] maintains that Amos functioned as a peasant and farmer of Judah. 58
From what has been said about Amos , it is clear that scholars are not in agreement as to
who Amos was. There are so many views of who Amos was as there are different
scholars and different schools of thought. This paper does not intend to canonize any
particular position regarding Amos ' identity , the kind of prophet he was , and the location
of his mini stry. What we know about Amos ' background is too little to lead us to make
definite conclusions about him. Indeed , most of the information we have about Amos
comes from the book itself , which has its own limitations. Thus , there is the need to be
careful not to go beyond the textual information we have about Amos. 59

2.3

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE BOOK OF AMOS

Compared to other prophetic literature in the Old Testament, the book of Amos is one of
the smallest in terms of volume. It has only nine chapter s; yet, it has attracted an
astonishing measure of erudite investigation. 60 It has been studied in relation to ethical
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monothei sm, ecstatic prophet ism, cultic associations, covenant theolo gy, wisdom
tradition , and many other aspects of theology. Besides, nearly every exegetical method or
available per spective has been exercised on one or other facets of the book. 61
Consequently, it has acquired an enom1ous amount of bibliography that dwarfs other
prophetic literature . About 40% of biblical commentaries publi shed since 1800 to the
present are on Amos! 62 When we bring together all book s, articles , monographs,
commentaries , and dissertations on the book of Amo s, they "fom1 an extensive library in
their own right." 63 So as Basel observes, it is practic ally impossible for any serious
scholar to memori ze every item that has been printed in the last 60 years of the study of
Amos .64 This feat notwithstanding , one of the foremost concerns that continues to stump
scholars is the ability to say with certainty who the author or authors of the nine chapters
of the book of Amos is or are. This debate about the authorship of the book has been
going on for decades. Before the emergence of the historical-critic al method - which
stretched into the later part of the nineteenth century, 65 it was believed that the author of
the book of Amos was Amos himself.66 Howev er, Amos 7: 10-17 - which contained a
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third-person account - was cons idered to have been written by someone closer to the
prophet but not the prophet himself. 67 With the emergence of the historica l-critical
approaches and the discovery of differences in sty le with in the book, views about the
author ship of Amos began to change , espec ially in the I 960s. Scholars identified real
tensions, inconsistencies, contradictions in the messages, varieties of styles and literary
forms, and difficulties relating one part to another in the book. 68 For instance, Amos 3:2
appears to emphasize that Israel is the special elect of God as it says;
You only have I chosen of all the families
of the earth; therefore, I will puni sh you for
all your sins.
But 9:7 seems to deny the special election oflsrae l and compares Israel 's exodus from
Egypt with the exodus of oth er nation s: 69
Are you Israelites more important to me than
the Ethiopians?" asks the LORD. I brought Israel
out of Egypt, but 1 also brought the Philistines from
Crete and led the Arameans out of Kir.
Again, in Amos7:l -6, Amos expressed about God changing God's mind about destroying
Israel , nonetheles s in 7:7-9 , the Lord insists there will be no mercy. 70 Because of these
and other many tensions in the book , schol ars began to argue that the book was written
gradually, in various stages and by diver se sources.
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Scholars such as Julius Wellhausen and William Harper had believed that the book of
Amos contained both genuine saying of the prophet Amos himself and later additions
from editor s. 71 However, it was the work of Werner H. Schmidt in 1965 on the
Deuteronomistic redaction on Amos that gave incentive to those who viewed the book of
Amos as not attributed to the prophet himself. Instead, it was considered the product of
several stages of redaction. Here Schmidt argued that the book of Amos was the product
of the Deuteronomistic movement and not the product of one or several generations of
the prophets. 72 The Deuteronornistic movement was common during the exilic period in
the sixth century. It took up the editing of prophetic literature with the sole aim of
showing why the exile had to take place and how it was foreseen and foretold by the
great prophets. 73 The reason for the exile as advocated by the Deuteronomistic movement
was disobedience to the law of God. Schmidt demonstrated that there are several
Deuteronornistic themes in the book of Amos, which stress the issue of obedience to the
law of God. 74 A good example of such Deut eronomistic ideas are included in Amo s 2:4,
This is what the LORD says: "For three sins of Judah,
even for four, I will not relent. Because they have rejected
the law of the LORD and have not kept his decree s, because
they have been led astray by false gods, the gods their ancestors
followed ,
Chapter 3: 7 also has this to say,
Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing without revealing
71
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his plan to his servants the prophets.
And still more chapter 5:25 says,
Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the
wilderness,
peopl e of Israel?
Several others of such Deuteronomic theme s also reside in the book of Amos. Schmidt
reiterated that it is only when the se and other Deuteronomic themes are separated from
the remainder of the book of Amos, that the prophet's own message would more clearl y
emerge. Thu s, thi s position of Schmidt supports the view of multiple sources for the book
of Amos as it appears today.
Han s Walter Wolff took up the debate about the authorship of the book of Amos from
where Schmidt left off. In his commentary of 1966, later translated into English in
1977. 75 he scrutinized the complete book and determined that the book had endured six

stages of redactions. He ascr ibed chapters 3-6 as being original to the prophet , and this he
named the "the words of Amos of Tekoa." He also included five oracles aga inst the
nation s - excluding that against Tyre and Edom - located in chapters 1-2 and the account
of five visions in chapter 7-9 as part of the original core of the book ascribed to the
prophet him self, During the second stage of redaction, trustwo1ihy memoir s of the actions
and sayings of Amos were compil ed by his disciple s. Wolff calls this stage of redaction
the "the old school of Amos." The discipl es of Amos at this time still retained
remembered deeds and actions of the prophet which they spread but never as part of the
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"words of Amos of Tekoa" or the recorded cycles. 76 Examples of the old school of Amos
redaction stage includes Amos 7: 10-17, where Amos confronted Amaziah, the priest of
Bethel. In that account what happened is narrated in the third-person which shows
someone other than Amos was responsible for the account. The next stage according to
Wolff, was the stage where scribes who have no connection with Amos added certain
materials to the words of Amos. During this period of redaction, Amos's words were
lengthened to include more anti-Bethel and Deuteronomistic materials and such as are
found in chapter 5:6. At this stage also , three strophes of a hymn about the destructive
power of YHWH were also added. 77 The final state of redaction, according to Wolff, was
the stage where the epilogue - 9: 11-15 - was added at some point after the exile to the
corpus of Amos. At this time , it was held that all the prophets had prophesied words of
comfort for Israel. Since Amos was not expected to be an exception , his words were
edited to include a prophecy concerning the eventual restoration of Judah.
Robert Coote believ es that the an-angement of the book of Amos has three periods. 78 The
first pa1i, which he credited to the prophet himself, is mainly located in chapters 2, 4, and
6. During the second stage of redaction , an editor whom Coote calls B, is said to have
relied on existing propheti c materials to form chapter s 3, 5, and 7. Finally, a third editor
C redrafted the composition of the prophet and the editor B with the addition of an
opening and closin g section- the present chapters , 1 and 8.79
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Taking the view of Schmidt and Coote as starting points , several scholars have supported
and still support the belief that the book of Amos as we have it, is a product of several
stages of redactions , beginning with the prophet himself. 80 Susamu Jozaki believes that
there are eight developmental stages in the book. 81 Rolf Rendtorff reiterates that the book
of Amos , as we have it today , has experienced a long history in which the number of
stages can be identified , however, "the original units have largely been preserved." 82
Echoing the same view as Rendtorff, Douglas Stuart insists that because scholars tend
towards atomism when they examine prophetic oracles, the book of Amos is said to be
the creation of "cent uries of development from an original core of authentic material. " 83
Alberto Soggin maintains that for the book to attain its finished form as we have it today ,
Amos's "prophecies must have circulated orally, probably in fragmented form." 84
Among scholars who believe that the book of Amos is a product of several stages of
redaction, some have the view that the book has nothing to do with the prophet himself.
Reinhard Kratz 85 insists that hardly any of the words credited to Amos actually go back
to him. He believes a prophet called Amos existed who prophesied under Jeroboam II.

80

Werner H Schmi dt. Old Testament Introduction (New York: Crossroad , 1984), 196.

81

Susamu Jozaki. "The Secondary Passages of the Book of Amos," Kwansei Gakuin University
Annual Studies 4 (1956): 25-100.
82
Rolf Rendtorff. The Old Testament: An Introdu ction, 1st Fortress Press ed. (Ph iladelphia:
Fo11ressPress, 1985) , 220.
83

Stua11,294 .

84

J. Alberto Soggin. Introdu ction to the Old Testament: From Its Origins to the Closing of the
Alexandrian Canon, 3rd ed., The Old Testament library (Loui sville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press,
1989), 244.
85

Reinhard Kratz. "Die Redaktion der Prophetenbucher ," in Rezeption und Auslegung im A/ten
Testament un im seinem Umfeld (FS O.H Steck) ed. R.G Kratz and T. Kruger. OBO 153, (1997)9-27 .

55

However, there is no resemblance between what the prophet said and what the book as
we have it today claims he said. This is because all the prophets in the ancient near east
were supportive of the governments under which they prophesied. 86 Amos was one of
those prophets, and so he likely supported the government of his time. Therefore, all the
words of judgment attributed to Amos in the book must be secondary materials. It means
then that nearly every section of the book must be regarded as secondary materials since
words of judgment permeates the book as a whole. Furthermore, Kratz contends that
probably Amos sometimes did warn that the nation may fail in battle and be assailed with
various troubles; still, like his ancient near eastern counterparts , there was never a time he
talked about the complete destruction ofisrael, nor did he destabili ze its institutions. 87
According to Kratz , it was only after the fall of Israel, coupled with the need to explain
Israel's calamity to Judah were Amos' words construed as a declaration of inevitable
judgement. This interpretation took place in the late pre-exilic period. 88
Thinking along this line of thought, Jame s Linville 89 suggests that the Deuteronomistic
ideas in the book were written after the exile to roll backward to the eighth century the
Deuteronomistic representation of prophecy. According to him even if the actual Amo s
existed, his authentic statements are lost and irrelevant now. What we have in existence is
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the finished book, which is simply a fiction. It has to be read as fiction. Oswald Loretz 90
likewise proposed a post-exilic date for the composition of the book of Amos. He
regarded the book as a Midrashic composition of the post-exilic community that reflects
Deuteronomistic theology and social concern put in place to deal with the fall-out of the
Babylonian exile. 91 Philip Davies also believes that almost all pre-exilic traditions of
Israel, including those found in Amos, were developed after the exile. 92 For Christopher
Levin , that part of the book of Amos which deals with social criticism appears not to be
from prophet Amos himself. This is because they sound more like the views of the
Anavim of the late post-exilic period. 93 Edward Day and Walter H. Chapin believe that
the book of Amos was written after the exile. 94 Volkmar Fritz, assigns two visions (7: 16) and two oracles (3: 12 and 5:3) as being authentic to Amos himself. He allots most of
the reminder materials in the text to the Amos school, which is said to have been busy
between 750 to 720 BCE. 95
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With the dawn of literary criticism in the late 1980s, the discussion regarding the
progression of the book of Amos shifted. Some scholars began to focus on the literary
integrity of the final form of the book. Their interest in the book's literary form as a
finished work led to conclusions that were radically different from those of previous
interpretations. The book was seen as essentially coming from the historical Amos
himself. James Limburg arrived at this conclusion while studying the internal structure of
the book. He noticed a recurring structure of seven-plus-one in certain passages of the
book. He also discovered groupings in seven, such as is found in 2:6-8 ; 2:14-16 ; 5:8-9.
Limburg contended that these deliberate groupings were organized for artistic purposes.
He also identified forty-nine (7X7) divine speech fommlas in the book: and observed that
the "formulas occur in such a way that there are seven, or in one case, fourteen of them in
each major section of the book. " 96 This arrangement according to Limburg, clarifies the
reason behind having no speech fommla attached to the Tyre, Edom, and Judah oracles. 97
John Hayes also aligned himself to Limburg' s conclusion . He insinuated that it is more
straightfo1ward to postulate that Amos or someone in his audience wrote down his words
than to ascribe it to a school of Amos. 98 Concentrating on the "structural unity of the
complete book ," 99 Anderson and Freedman concluded that the book originated from the
actual prophet. According to them , the authentic ministry of the prophet passed through
three stages. (1) the call to repentance - chapters 5-6 and the initial two visions in 7:1-6;
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(2) proclamation of unavoidable judgment - chapters 1--2; 3--4 and the subsequent two
visions in 7:7-9; 8: 1-3; (3) the judgment against the leaders - chapters 8:3-14 and the
fifth vision in 9: 1-16. 100 John D. W Watts also assigned the book of Amos as having
come from the ministry of prophet Amos himself. This ministry of Amos passed through
two scenes. According to Watts , the first scene comprises Amos' ministry in Israel which
is recorded in Amos 1-6 and extending to the time of his misunderstanding with Amaziah
and eventual expulsion from Israel (7:1-10). 101 The second stage of Amos' ministry took
place in Judah after the expulsion from Israel and is embodied in chapters 8--9. The two
phases of Amos's ministry were initially written down in two separate books. It was only
after the exile, (during the compi lation of the book of the twelve), that the two books of
Amos were merged to form a single book. 102 Towing the line of thought of Watts, Adri
Van der Wal also divides the book of Amos into two major sections. The first section is
chapters 1--6, and the second section is chapters 7--9. 103 T. E. McComiskey reiterates that
three details make it easier to accept that the book of Amos originates from the prophet
himself. They are (1) Amos' message resonates with the eighth-century setting; (2)
Amos' straightforward method of writing makes it hard to dispute its authenticity; and (3)
the title of the book (1: 1) which identifie s Amos as the author. 104 Erling Hammer shaimb
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reiterates that even though the theory of composition can be ascribed to some portions of
the book , it does not alter the authenticity of the rest of the sayings. 105 Stanley
Rosenbaum belie ves that the book of Amos was actually written by a man called
Amos . 106 Consequently , it makes no sense to assign any section of the book to any other
person besides "the prophet Amos."
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In his contribution to the debate, Paul insisted

that:
Almost all the arguments for later interpolati ons and
redaction s, including a Deu teronomisti c one, are shown
to be based on fragil e foundations and inconclu sive evidence.
When each case is examined and analyzed on its own, without
preconceived conj ectures and unsupported hypothe ses , the book
in its entirety (with one or two minor exceptions) can be reclaimed
for its rightful author , the proph et Amos 108
Following Paul and other literary critics, especially of the late 1980s, this research project
will read the book of Amos in its final form. It does not in any way, deny or water down
the contributions of scholars who approached the study of Amos diachronically.
Accordin gly, while acknowledging the influence s of the historical-critic al methods to the
study of Amos , this paper is intereste d in the final and finished form of the text. It does
not intend to not engage in redaction theories.
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2.4 SOCIAL JUSTICE: A CONCERN ACROSS THE BOOK OF AMOS
Chapter 2:6-8 and its relationship to the Oracle Against the Nations deals primarily with
social justice issues. Also, the matter of social justice is a big concern across Amos (2:68; 3 :9-15; 4: 1-3,4-5; 5:4-6, 7, 10-13, 14-15, 21-27; 6: 1-8, 11-12 and 8:4-7). These
passages and others reveal that proportionately speaking, there is a far greater emphasis
on issues of social justice in the book of Amos than other traditions in the Old Testament.
Since justice and its concerns traverse throughout the entire book and are also the major
theme in the focus of this research , reviewing justice and what it means for Amos is
wan-anted.
For Amos , social justice has to do with relationships - relationships between individuals
and between communities. Moreover, it has to be placed within the context of the
covenantal relationship between God and the people. In discussing social justice from the
point of view of the covenant , this paper will employ ideas from Douglas Stuart, 109 Bruce
Malchow.

110

and Feny Mamahit. 111 While constructing a theology of social justice from

the book of Amos , Mamahit discussed at length how the Covenant, Deuteronomistic , and
the Holiness Codes influenced Amos' take on social justice. This research will rely
extensively on Mamahit ' s views in its discus sion about Amos' social ju stice concern.
Amos identifie s social justice as right relationships. To this end, Joan Cook asserts that
the essential message of Amos has two phases: God's intimate involvement with the

109

Stuart, 288.

110
Bruce V. Malchow. Social Justice in the Hebrew Bibl e: What ls New and What ls Old, 1st ed.
(Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Pres s, 1996) , 22-28.
111

Mamahit ,174-241.

61

people and the people ' s unfaithful response to God 's care. This infidelity predominates in
worship with empty gesture s and engagement with the unjust and oppressive dealings
with one another . 112 This divine-human and human-human relationship is at the center of
social justic e in Amos . 113 John Donahue affirms this view noting that social justice is
related to the idea ofrelationship and the life of the community. Thus , justice in the bible
has to do with "fidelity to the demands of relationship" to God and to the neighbor. 114
Amos never used the term covenant or mentions it anywhere in his book . Yet a careful
reading of the prophet reveals a type of social justice that presumes the covenant.

115

Thus ,

Richard Bergren asserts that the terminologie s that Amos employs , in many of his
denouncem ents disclose several similarities with the Laws of Moses. 116 For instance ,
Amos ' declarations of judgment are frequently similar to those contained in Mosaic
covenant sanctions , especially in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronom y 28. 117 The table below
demonstrates the closeness of Amos ' proclamation of curse to the covenant curses in
Leviticu s 26 and Deuteronomy 28.
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Leviticus 26;15-16

Deuteronomy 28:15-16

Amos 2:4-5

15

15

4 Thus says the LORD:For
three transgressions of
Judah,
and for four, I will not
revoke the punishment ,
because they have rejected
the law of the LORD,
and have not kept his
statutes,
but their lies have led them
astray,
those after which their
fathers walked.
5 So I will send a fire upon
Judah ,
and it shall devour the
strongholds of Jerusalem .

if you spurn my statutes,
and if your soul abhors my
rules , so that you will not
do all my commandments,
but break my covenant,
16
then I will do this to you:
I will visit you with panic ,
with wasting disease and
fever that consume the eyes
and make the heartache ...

But if you will not obey
the voice of the LORDyour
God or be careful to do all
his commandments and his
statutes that I command
you today, then all these
curses shall come upon you
and overtake you. 16 Cursed
shall you be in the city, and
cursed shall you be in the
field ...

Themes such as the care of the poor and needy (Amos 2:7; 8:6), the administration of
justice (Amos 5:21-24) , and employing ju st weights in commerce (Amos 8:5) resound
throughout this book.
Amos's concept of ju stice is rooted in the Covenant Code (Exodus 20:22-23). The
Covenant Code deals primarily with directives necessary to provide stabi lity and order in
the Israelite communities. It also calls attention to the importance of social ju stice and the
holy lifestyle required to live in the presence of God and it assures the needy a minimum
of legal protection and a minimum of material assistance.

118
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about social justice and the need to give legal protection and material assistance. In 5: 12
he says:
For I know how many your offenses are
and how great your sins. There are those
who oppress the innocent and take brib es
and deprive the poor of justice in the courts.
Amos 's concept of justice is also rooted in the Deuteronomic Code (Deuteronomy 15:118), especially the mandate concerning the sabbatica l year. 119 The Israelites are expected
to open their hands to the poor and needy among them during the sabbatica l year . It was
held that when they opened their hand s to the most destitute of their community , they
earned God 's ble ssings. According to Tan Cairns, this Deut eronomic Code expected the
people of God to order their economy in such a way that the rights and needs of the poor
were taken care of. I 20 The Deuteronomic Code had to do with other concerns such as
giving one-tenth of the harvest to foreigners , orphans and widows, as well as taking care
of them (Deut.14:28-29; 24: 19-22). 121 It also advocated for the use of the right measures
in commerce (Deut. 25: 13-15) 122 and holding fairness and ju stice in the law courts,
especially for the foreigners, poor and widow s (Deut. 24: 17; 27: 17). 123 Similarly , Amo s
advocated for the need to provid e for the poor , the widow, and the orphan. His

119

Mamahit, 184.

120

lan Ca irns. "Word and Presence: A Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy." Int ernational
Theological Commentaiy (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Edinburgh: W.B. Eerdmans; Hand sel Press , 1992),
147.
121

J. G. Mill ar. "Now Choose Life: Theology and Ethics in Deuteronomy ." New Studies in Biblical
Theology 6 (Grand Rapids , Mich: Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1999) , 153.
122

A. D . H. Maye s. Deuteronomy, New Centwy Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdman s, 199 1), 33 1.

123

Jeffrey H . Tigay. Deuteronomy: [Devarim}: The Traditional Hebrew Tex t with the New JPS
Translation, 1st ed., The JPS Torah commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society , 1996), 228.

64

denouncement against Israel was precisely because of the lack of compassion for those in
the margin of the society. In Amos 2:6-8 he says;
This is what the LORDsays:
For three sins oflsrael, even for four, I will not relent.
They sell the innocent for silver, and the needy for a pair
of sanda ls. They trample on the heads of the poor as on
the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed.
Father and son go into the same girl and so profane my
holy name. They lie down beside every altar on garments
taken in pledge. In the house of their god they drink wine
taken as fines.

Finally , Amos' concept of justice also reflects the Holiness Code found in the book of
Leviticus (Levit icus, 17--26). The Holiness Code contains directives on how to practice
justice in the community. It emphasizes that real holiness has its social dimensions
warranting the promotion of a social holiness. 124 This social holine ss forbids people from
engaging in transactions whereby the weak and helpless are taken advantage of, 125 and
encourages the people to take care of strangers (Lv. 19:33-34) . It also discourages the
repayment of interest with a loan, especially paying it in advance (Lv.25:35 -37).
Similarly, in the book of Amos the prophet was emphatic in his reproach against those
who took advantage of the weak and helpless in commercial dealings when he said
Hear this, you who trample the need and do away with the
poor of the land, saying, when will the New Moon be over
that we may sell gra in, and the Sabbath be ended that we
may market wheat? - skimping on the measure, boosting
the price and cheating with dishonest scales, buying the
poor with silver and the needy for a pair of sandals , selling
even the sweepings with the wheat. The LORDhas sworn
by himself , the Pride of Jacob: I will never forget anything
124
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125
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they have done. (Amos 8 :4-7).
The need for social justice is based on God 's relationship with the Israelites. Such a
relationship had been developed for centuries under several concepts. First, God
established relationship with humanit y through creation. Second, the Lord established
relationship with Abraham and his descendant. Third , the Holy One established a
relationship with Israel as a whole. In all these concepts of relationships, God was
actively involved in, and ultimately responsible for the creation of the people oflsrael.
While in Egypt , God acted in their lives. As slaves in Egypt, they cried out for help
because of injustice and the oppressive activities of the Egyptian s. God demonstrated that
God is interested in the affairs of the poor , oppressed and the weak by the divine
deliverance ofisrael from Egypt. Having liberated them from Egypt , the Holy One
entered a deeper relationship with Israel. On Mount Sinai , the relationship between the
Lord and Israel was solidified with the enactment of the Covenant. The covenant came
with responsibilities attached to it. The covenantal relationship required both a vertical
and horizontal obligation on the part of Israel. Thus , obedience to God was not the only
prerequisite to sustain the covenantal relation ship; it also involved the treatment of other
people with fairne ss and justice. The Holy One demanded that these people should be
concern ed as well as have compa ssion on others , especially, the poor , weak, widow s,
orphans and stranger. 126 Consequentl y, the election of Israel as the special people of God
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comes with responsibilities to live according to the divinely revealed will as it was
regulated in the laws. 127
As previously noted , Amos does not mention any particular law or code, but the
arrangement of his message reveals that Amos must have based his teachings about social
justice on the covenantal relationship between God and Israel. He assumed that God had
a special relationship with Israel when he reiterated ,

:-i~4~:;iniO~lV7;)
?~7;)
'T:1:{J;
□;l,l;l~ Pl, -

"Surely you only have I known of all families of the earth" (Amos 3: 1-2). The word Y'J;
"to know" , as used in the text, suggests not just any type of relationship but one that is
very intimate. Stuart submits that Amos's use of Y'J; implies that Israel is God's
particular covenant people.

128

In the covenanta l relationship , every participant -

especially Israel - is expected to keep the covenant faithfu lly. As such, Amos enjoins
Israel to seek God and seek life (Amos 5:5-6). Seeking God and seeking life entails being
conscious of the horizontal responsibility of caring for the weak and the unfortunate
(Amos 5:7,24:6:12). Amos accentuates that the Lord has shown mercy on Israel through
the exodu s events as well as through the settlement in the land of Canaan. Israel was
expected to behave likewise to the deprived and neglected. They needed to remember that
once they were slaves in Egypt and it was specifically the mercy and compassion of God
that brought them out of bondage, accompanied them through the desert, and finally
allowed them to settle in the land of the Amorites (Amos 2:10) . They needed to
remember that the land they lived in and enjoyed its fruits as their possession was the
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climax and outcome of the history of salvation. 129 Walter Brneggemann asserts that when
justic e is disconn ected from the past memory of the people - the exodus and settlement it disappears.

130

As a result , it required of the privileged, the elders, and those in the

position of power to uphold the social equipoise within the community. They have to do
this by guaranteeing that right relations are practiced among the members of the
community. To this end, James Newsome suggests that it is the task of those in position
of power to defend by means of the law those who were weak and poor and therefore,
unable to defend themselves. 131
The arrangement of Amos' message sugges ts that God demands from the people oflsra el
- as part of the covenant - the elementary duties of integrity, honesty , justice and humane
treatment of the poor and weak among them. The implic ation is that when they fail to live
in justice, truth and fairness, they are actually breaking the covenant. 132 But because of
God's love for Israel, the Lord keeps his part of the covenant and expects Israel to keep
its part. Failure on the side oflsrael to keep its part , will result in incurring punishment
from God for disobedience.
Amos' s understanding of the covenantal relational bond, which nourishes justice in the
Israelite community, can be described as a triangular relationship. This triangular
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relationship consists of three components - (a) God, (b) The powerful (c) the weak. The
diagram below illustrates the position of each of the parts and the relational dynamics 133
God

The powerful

The

Weak

In the diagram above, God is the source of social justice in the community, providing
absolute standards of justice in judging and acting according to this standard. As the God
of the univer se, the Lord is concerned about what happens at the international level
(Amos 1-2) as well as what happen s in Israel (Amos 2:6-8). As the ruler and divine
judge, the Lord interven es in human affairs. 134 God's authority to intervene in human
affairs is expressed by Amos' use of the prophetic formula ;ii;,•
Lord" at the beginning of his oracl es and a ;ii;,•

1]jl'\

,m~;i:i ·; "Thus , says the

"Says the Lord" at the end of the

oracles and speeches. As a God of social justice , the Lord has been at the forefront of
championing social justice. The Lord is the Holy One who delivered poor and weak

133
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Israel from the affliction of Egypt and, according to tradition , from the powerful
inhabitants of Canaan. God hears the cry of all who are oppressed and afflicted of all
ages. 135 This is because the Lord is unswerving in word and in deed in maintaining social
justice in the land, for it is within the Lord's nature as the God ofsocialjustice . 136 Amos'
oracles reveal that God still continues to champion the course of the poor and weak even
when the oppressor s are found among God ' s own people. This is because the weak and
poor are special objects of God' s compassion and concem.

137

Consequently , as a God of

justice, God is concerned that the poor and weak receive justice from those who exercise
power, whether in business transactions, political acts or judicial decisions. 138 Since it is
the will of God that justice is maintained in the community , failure on the side oflsrael to
respond positively may result in the destruction of the communit y and a break in the
covenantal relationship. Ward emphasi zed this point when he reiterated that "oppression
of the weak is defiance of the will of God and a violation of the true spirit of the people
of God. It is destructi ve of the fabric of Israelite society and therefore jeopardize s the
nation's integrity and survival. " 139
The powerful in Amo s refened to all those who had position s of authorit y and control in
the society. It also applied to those who headed administrativ e structures of Judah and
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Israel. 140 They were the ruling elite comprising from 1 to 3 percent of the population, and
they typically own 50 to 70 percent or more of the land. 141 As a result, they control a
greater amount of the wealth and well-being in the society. 142 The powerful include the
kings, the judges, the officials, elders, and leaders in the community and all who have
great power and influence in the society. 143 The wealthy and the merchants were part of
this powerful group. Due to the successful political centralization of resources through
agricultural and economic growth when Jeroboam II was in power , there emerged a new
class of royal officials who controlled the strategic trade routes. As a result, they became
rich and lived luxurious, extravagant, and comfortable lives. The book of Amos made a
vivid picture of the lavishness and wasteful attitude of the wealthy and merchants. They
lived in summer and winter palaces adorned with costly ivory. They slept in gorgeous
beds with damask pillows. They ate sumptuous food and drank expensive wine. Amos
depict s the extravagance and luxurious nature of the wealthy and merchants by
emphasizing that they lived in the new wealth of the Jeroboamic era and had access to
expensive ivories and furniture (Amos 3: 12, 15; 4: 1-3; 6:4-4). 144 The fraudulent activities
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of the wealthy and the merchants were inspired by the greedy and ambitious activities of
their wives and wo men . 145
The third group in the triangular relationship were the weak. The weak included tho se
who had no access to power in the society. They were those who expo sed to abusive and
oppressive conducts of the powerful. They constituted the victim s of social injustice.
They lacked the basic necessiti es of life and any share in the wealth of the kingdom.
Coote maintains that pea sants made up about 60 to 80% or mor e of the typical agrarian
society of the time of Amos and were part of the weak group. 146 The book of Amos uses
several terminologi es for those in this group - the righteous (i?'7~), the needy (lt;i~), the
poor (□'?1), the afflicted (□•ml) and severa l other terms (Amos 2:6-7). It is not clear
whether the se terms refer to a part icular group or differ ent sets of groups. Soggin was
right when he reiterated that it is not always easy to differentiate on the semantic and
sociological leve l between the poor , the humble , and the oppressed.

147

Whether the term s

are synonymous with a parti cular group of people or whether it referred to distinct groups
of people, one thin g is clear : they were the victims of soc ial inju stice . They became,
without a doubt, the victim s of the pow erful , who stacked up wea lth and displayed it
flamboyantly in a bountiful econom y. 148 As the weaker members of the community , they
had little if any p ower, money, influ ence , and the ability to protect themsel ves from
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oppressive abuses. They lacked the means to shield themselves to ensure that they might
receive just and fair treatment from those who had power and authority.

2.4.1

SOCIAL JUSTICE IN THE COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIP

Having described the three components of the triangular relationship in the diagram
above, this research will now turn attention to how these components relate to each other.
Justice is accomplished in the society when each part is faithful to the right dynamics
within the covenantal relationship. The three components are interrelated. As the
Supreme and Just One, God is the first component within the triangular relationship. The
Lord is the absolute and all-powerful one (Amos 5:8-9) as well as the source of justice in
the society. Justice and righteousness are principally rooted in God. They are a special
concern and responsibility for the divine because God establishes and upholds them. 149 It
implies that human beings do not actually perform justice; they can only allow it to take
place in the society. Human beings can only set aside a space for justice in the society. 150
As such, God is not dependent on any created being. On the contrary , the two other
components of the triangular relationship - the powerful and the weak - are entirely
dependent on God. The holy one deals justly and fairly with the people. The Lord also
mandates that God's people deal justly and fairly with each other. This mandate to deal
fairly and justly with fellow human being s is so important to the Lord; so, it is enshrined
and made a major component of the covenant between God and the people . Thus, the law
demands that social justice , among many other thing s, should be practiced in the society.

149

Paul, 192.

150

Jon L Berquist. "Dangerous Waters of Justice and Righteousness: Amos 5:18-27," Biblical
Theology Bulletin 23, no. 2 (1993): 23.

73

What this means is that there should be a relational interdependency between the
powerful and the weak. In such an interdependent relationship, the innocent should be
acquitted, the hungry fed, the afflicted comforted, and the poor respected.

151

Those with

authority and power should regard the weak as fellow citizens, and the weak should do
likewise in the community. Accordingly, the weak need the powerful to care and protect
them in other to survive the economic difficulties they encounter in life. The powerful
also need the weak to be able to actualize their call as the reliable beneficiary of the
covenant. The powerful are mandated representatives of God who are expected to
establish social justice in the community and protect the weak from hostility and
oppression. 152 As long as this right dynamic is maintained , and the covenant is not
frustrated, and social justice will reign in the land. Any distortion in the right dynamic of
the triangular relationship amounts to the breaking of the covenant. Thus , when the
powerful and the weak do not live in justice and truth , they break the covenant. The
perfect state of social justice in the communit y can only be attained when all partie s
involved in the covenantal relationship show faithful commitment to it. This entails that
the people of Israel were not expected to take their special status as the people of God for
granted. Their election came with a special demand and greater responsibility. They were
required to be aright in their relationship with God and their relation ship with each other.
Thus, any act of rebellion against God and acts of social injustices against one another
was a breach in the covenantal relationship: that attracts severe puni shment from God.
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2.4.2

A CALL TO RETURN TO THE DICTA TES OF THE COVENANT

The message of Amos reveals that the ideal covenantal relationship, as described above ,
was breache d. While God was faithful to the covenant,

153

the people of Israel were not.

There was a break ing of the covenant in the fonn of disobedience to God and social
injustice against the weak. Amos ' messages in Amos 2:6-7; 5:7,10,12; 8:5-6 identify
tho se with power and influence who contravene their covenantal relation ship and
responsibiliti es through social injustices committed against the weak among them. 154
Amos' oracles - especially Amos 2:6-8 - created a depiction of a people in covenant ,
breaking the covenant by engaging in injustice toward other covenant fellows. From the
reading of the passages listed above , it is evident that there were several issues of social
injustice which Amos dispensed. The powerful sold the righteous for silver and the poor
for a pair of shoes. They repressed the poor and the powerless in several ways. They
oppressed the poor and crushed the needy. They charged tenant-farmers too much for the
use of land whic h may have been taken away from the rightful owners by fraud. 155 They
stage-man aged the administration of justice to favor themselves at the detriment of those
without power , or they used com1pted justice, at the expense of the poor and powerless,
for their own benefit.
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They took ownership of the land of those who had fallen into
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debts or subjected them to slavery (Amos 2:6). They perverted justice at the lay courts at
the city gates (Amos 2:7) and cheated the poor with the use of false weights and
fraudulent merchandise practices in the marketplace (8:5-6).
Those who had power and influence in the land forgot their covenantal responsibility and
lived their lives without consideration for the poor and needy. Thus, Amos' oracles can
rightly be regarded as God's response to the cry of the poor and needy. They show that
God is not only concerned about the welfare of the weak and defenseless ; the Lord also
acts on their beh alf. As a mouthpiece of God , Amos played a crucial role in the divine
attempt to call Israel back to the dictates of the covenant, where social justice underlines
the relationship. Accordingly, in Amos's oracles and rhetorical speeches, God roars to the
perpetrators of injustice about the consequences of abandoning ju stice . 157
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CHAPTER THREE
LITERARY ANALYSIS OF THE ATROCITIES OF THE NATIONS
Having examined what social justice means for Amos and how its concerns traverse
throughout the book of Amos in the previous chapter, this research will turn its attention
to those transgressions which Amos regarded as social injustices, which warranted his
indictment oflsrael. But before the discussion oflsrael 's crimes against social justice, it
is necessary to look at the crimes that preceded those oflsrael, committed by Israel's
neighbors and as exposed in the Oracle Against the Nations (Amos I :3-2:5). It is
important because although the emphasis of this research concerns Israel's transgressions
against social justice, this thesis argues that there is a indistinct connection between the
crimes oflsrael and those of the nations. As a result, this chapter will dissect the
malfeasances cataloged in the Oracle Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:5). Since probing
the punishments compiled in the Oracles Against the Nations will be beyond the scope of
this chapter , it will only concentrate on analyzing the crimes of the seven nations. 3.1
ORACLE AGAINST ARAM (AMOS 1 :3-5)

The first oracle against the nations relates to crimes against justice committed by
Damascus. Even though the prophet mentions Damascus as the city referred to in Amos
1:3, a close reading of 1:5 reveals other places such as the valley of Aven and Beth-Eden.
Also , the punishment ascribed to the crime is said to fall on the entire people of A.ram.
Thus , the prophet is clearly referring to the whole of the Aramean. 1 The Arameans had
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their capital situated in the city of Damascus. 2 Damascus stood for the whole Aramean
nation. Damascus was a significant Aramean city. It was a marketplace for nomads. It
was also a caravan city that was situated on the northeastern side ofisrael.

3

2 Samuel 8:3-

8 and 10:6-19 describe how David captured Damascus and other Aramean cities.
Consequently, Aram was once conquered by David and had become part of the Davidic
empire through the paying of tributes .4 That notwithstanding , the Hebrew bible portrays
the Aram eans as having an age-old tradition of ferociousness with Israel.

~':J
-1?~
The reason for the prophet's condemnation of Damascus is stated as, ritr:ir;i, 1:1\li
"because they threshed Gilead with iron sleds." As simple as the sentence
1~7i;:i-r,~
1?.r,-9;:i
might seem, it appears to be intricate. Thus, scholars do not agree about its exact
meaning. The word fundamental to understanding the entire sentence is the infinitive
construct,

l:lll.711(threshing).

It is an offshoot of the verb

ll}n

(to trample). The te1m

connotes the act of using guided animals such as oxen or cattle to cmsh grains to
unscrambling the seed from the shells. 5 According to Hans Wolff, the grains were
winnowed by drawing over them weighty sleds. The sleds had boards that were bowed
upward at the front , and underneath of them were festooned with spikes: the use of iron
knives, rather than flint stones, for the barbs "significantl y increased the proficiency of
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the sled." 6 JeffNichaus also suggests that the prophet was talking about a kind of
winnowing board, "seven by three feet with knives or sharp stones beneath it." He also
attests that such a threshing instrument is still in use today. 7
The Hebrew Bible has many descriptions of the use of guided animals or devices for
threshing. For instance, Jeremiah 50: 11 and Hosea 10: 11 mentions the use of heifer for
threshing grain. Also, Isaiah 28:28 describes how the wheels of a cart is used for
threshing. 8 There are also several instances where the theme of "threshing" is used
metaphorically in the Hebrew Bible. For example, in Isaiah 41: 15, Israel is depicted as a
winnowing sled that will thresh mountains to powder and hills like chaff. The Lord is
represented as a God who threshes the nations in his anger in Habakkuk 3: 12. Also, 2
Kings 13:7 describes the king of Aram's defeat of Jehoaha z, king oflsrael, as destroying
them like the dust at threshing time .9
The biblical passages cited above show that Amos may not have been the first to use the
agricultural theme of threshing to describe brutal behaviors committed against a people.
The bone of contention among scholars is whether to regard Amos' imagery of threshing
to explained the wrongdoing of Damascu s as literal as it is stated or to view it as
metaphorically. In other words, did Damascus actually place the people of Gilead on the
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ground and drive threshing boards with iron kniv es or sharp stones over them as grains
are threshed. Or, was the prophet using this imagery of threshing to describe the cruelty
and violence with which the Arameans treated the inhabitants of Gilead? Some scholars
believe the incident which warranted Amo s' con demnation took plac e as literal as it is
described in Amos 1:3-5. Promin ent among such scholars was William Harper.
According to him, "Only prisoner s of war were thus tortured; the custom was not
unc01mnon of placin g them on the ground like grain, and driving the machin e over
them. " 10 Similarly , Reed Lessing catego rically states that "The agricultural imagery of
threshing is not used figuratively ; instead, it describe s the actual barbaric atrocity
committed by the Arameans against Gilead. The Arameans used animals to drag
weighted pieces of woo d, studded on the underside with sharp iron, or flint , back and
forth across the prostrate bodie s of the Gileadites."

11

Some other scholars, how ever, believe Amos ' use of the imagery of threshing is
metaphorically designed to create a picture of extreme cruelty and violence against the
people of Gilead. 12 Dou glas Stuart maintains that the referen ce to "threshing" in
describing the treatment the people of Gilead suffered at the hands of the Aramea ns is an
exaggeration intended to recap itulat e all sorts of hon-endou s action inflicted on the people
of Gilead by the Arameans. According to him , the slaughter of the people of Gilead , "was

10
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as cruel as if someone had taken an iron-toothed threshing machine used on grain
threshing floors to free the grains for winnowing, and run it over helpless people instead.
The effect is imagistic, bringing to mind visions of a shamelessly brutal conquest."

13

Correspondingly , Joan Cook also believes the use of "threshing" to describe the actions
of the Arameans is allegorical. She forcefully asserts that "The harvest imagery is tinged
with violence: not crops but a people has been threshed, that is, tossed up in the air,
allowing the wind to carry it off. Furthermore , the implement is made of Iron, a metaphor
of strength and harshness. The metaphor expresses not only harvest but also control and
conquest by division. 14
There are a few other scholars such as Alberto Soggin 15 who do not take sides in the
argument whether Amos' accusation of threshing leveled against the Arameans should be
regarded as literal or metaphorical. They give room for both possibilities. Thus , in his
contribution to the debate , Soggin maintains that when threshing is applied to the Gilead
population, "the imagery indicates its decimation or even its total annihilation, whether
this is meant figuratively or related to atrocities actually committed."

16

This paper opines that the essential point here is not whether Amos' description of the
crimes committed against the people of Gilead are actual atrocities committed in space
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and time or whether they were emblematical. The vita l point is the message un veiled to
the reader by the use of the term "threshing ." In the first place, the crimes are said to have
been committed against Gilead. Genesis 31:21-25 , 44-53 attributes the initial usage of the
term "Gilead" to Jacob, when he delineated his land from that of Laban and also created
means of identif ying it with a heap of stones. Jacob called God to be a witness and
uphold the boundary between his land and that of Laban, who happened to be an
Aramean.

17

Numbers 26:29 reveals that Machir, who happened to be the firstborn of

Manasseh was the father of Gilead - a territory which stretc hed from the eastern side of
the Jordan up to the Yarmuk River in the north. 18 As such, Gilead was not ju st a territory.
It was inhabited by people- a section of the Israelites . Subsequently, to treat human
being s as things is to dehumanize, degrade , abuse, and make derision of them.
It is not so much as to whether the Arameans actually used threshing board s with iron to
torture and kill the people of Gilead, it is more about the image the term "th reshing "
creates in the mind of the close reader. In threshing , a person crushes the gra in (a thing)
in order to squee ze the seed from the shell for the per son's own profit. 19 That is what the
Arameans are said to have done. For the gains of war and hostility, a people - Gilead have been treated as a thing! 20 Even in war situations and circumstances, there should be
limits to the way hum an beings are treated. When fellow human beings are reduced to
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nothing and treated as things, it is a crime against the inviolability of human life. It is a
crime of gross inhumanity. 21 It is sin of the oppression and suppression of a people. It is
an injustice against the weak and defenseless. It is a clear misconduct against right
relationship of which Amos warns against.

3.2

THE ORACLE AGAINST PHILISTIA (AMOS 1:6-8)

The next nation that received Amos' venom was Gaza. Like the Aramean strophe, even
though Gaza is mentioned as committing the crime, the reference to Ashdod, Ashkelon,
Ekron, and the remnant of Philistines in Amos I :8 discloses the fact that Philis tia as a
whole is being address. 22 Philistia was made up of five cities - Gaza, Ashdod , Ashkelon ,
Ekron , and Gath. 23 Joshua 13:3 and 1 Samuel 6: 17-18 report that these city-states that
make up the Philistine pentapolis each had its local ruler who also ruled their surro unding
territory. 24 The Philistines were the traditional enemies oflsrael. The Hebrew bible
confirms several instances of hos tiIity between the Philistines and Israel ( 1Samuel 4: 111; 7:5-14; 12:9; 13:1-14; 17:1-54; 18:28-30; 19:8; 23:1-5 ,27-28; 31:1-13 ; Jud ges 3:31;
14: 1-16; 2 Kings 18:8 and many others). 25 1 Samuel 27: 1-12 narrates how David for fear
of Saul went and lived among the Philistines. He received his military trainin g among
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them and later conquered them using their own weapons. 26

Consequently, Philistia was

counted among the nations which David subju gated (I Chronicle 18:5-6).
Gaza is being indicted tli7~? 7,~9;::i7;-i~7o/
m7~
tllJi?.?,;J-?lJ
"because they exiled an entire
population into exile, delivering them over to Edom." The sentence begins with a hiphil
infinitive construct of the verb,

;-i7~
preceded

by the subjective suffix, □m,,.;-i (their

exiling). This could be translated as "they exiled others" or took people into exile ." 27
However, immediately following

om,,.;-i
is the word ;-i~1?w
, which

literall y means

"comp lete/whole." Thus, when read together it will indicate "a complete exile. This will
imply that a total population was bulldozed and deported into exile. If this interpretation
is accurate, then somet hing is not right somewhere. The Babylonian exile gives insight
into one of the major reasons for exiling people as prisoners of war. In 2 Kings 24: 14-16
and also referenced in Jeremiah 52:28-30 , not everyone was taken into exile. Only the
military leaders, political leader s, and the cream de la cream of the society were led into
exile. The poor, the weak, and the defenseless were left behind because they were the less
lik ely to initiate an insurgence against their colonial masters. Those that the Babylonian
warlords saw as a threat , and those they felt would be useful to them, they took into exi le,
leaving behind the rest of the population.
If the Babylonian model is to be used as a yardstick, then one would wonder why Gaza
wou ld have to deport an entire population into exile. What was the aim of exiling a whole
people into exile? Perhaps the last phrase of Amos's accusation -- □i7~7 7,~9;::i7"to deliver
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them to Edom" - will give insight into the purpose for this unprecedented act. The verb
1~i;,ordinarily means to "close" or "to shut." But the hiphil form as it appears in Amos

1:6 is rendered "to hand over, to deliver to." 28 Deuteronomy 23:15 used the 1~9to mean
"hand over" in its prohibition of repatriating run-away slaves seeking refuge back to their
lawful masters. Also, 1~9is the verb used in Obadiah 1: 14 to disallow the handing over of
refugees to their tormentors. 29 Thus, the concluding phrase , □i7~7 7,?,9;:17
"to deliver them
to Edom" would mean Gaza engaged in the unprecedented act - exiling an entire
population - only to hand them over to Edom. The text does not say that Edom is the
rightful owner of the "entire population. " 30 Why is Gaza handing an entire population
over to Edom.?
The absence of a concrete reason why an entire popul ation is handed over to Edom gives
room for speculation. And as would be expected, scholars have fashioned propo sals to
make up for this lacuna. Several scholars have reasoned that the purpose of handing an
entire popular over to Edom was for no other major reason than the slave trade. 31 Reed
Lessin g, for instance, insists that "the city-state of Gaza is not accused of exiling any
particular nation but is ushered before Yahweh ' s judgment seat because of its practice of
selling off an entire conquered people (not just the leading citizens) , probably selling
them as slaves. " 32 This line of thought appears to be credible , particul arly in the absence
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of a stated reason why an entire population should be handed over to Edom . Moreover,
there are numerous documentations of the act of selling prisoners of war as slaves on the
slave market in ancient times. James Mays discloses that slave trading was a lucrative
venture and that the act of selling those captured during battle became a spin-off of being
triumphant in war. 33
If slave trading was the reason behind the exiling of an entire population, then Gaza
committed two grievous crimes against humanity. Not only did they banish people who
should not have been exiled in the first place - those incapables of revolting against Gaza
- they also sold them away as slaves to Edom . It is remarkable that the prophet mentioned
the partners in crime - Gaza , and Edom , - but said nothing about the victim. By not
naming the victim of the crime, the text places emphasis not so much on the particular
nation to which it refers, but on the grievousness of the crime - how the powerful
mistreat defenseless human beings as mere objects. 34 There was no reason for exiling an
entire population since a major reason for taking people into captivity was to prevent
revolt and to make use of the useful. But when selling of human booty is involved, the
question for consideration is no longer whether the person is capable of staging a revolt
or what use the person may be to the person's captor but how much money will be made
by selling the person off.
Most likely, with economic consideration in mind, Gaza exiled an entire population. The
population that was exiled and handed over to Edom undoubtedly included not just the
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leading members of its society but also the sick, the poor , older women and men, the
married, singles , pregnant women , youths , children , and infants. 35 Gaza had no
consideration for them as human beings. They were not regarded as human persons with
dignity who shou ld be respected. Instead , they were besmirched, considered as objects of
merchandise , exiled, and sold to Edom. 36 To conclude, what Gaza was said to have done
was not only a crime against humanity; it was also a crime against right relationship.

3.3 ORACLE AGAINST TYRE (AMOS 1:9-10)
After denouncing Gaza for its crimes against humanity , Amos focused attention on Tyre.
Unlike the previous oracles against Aram and Philistia , (that were addressed to several
cities within the nations), this oracle was directed at a one -city-state. 37 In plain language,
Tyre simply means "Rock. " Probably it got its name from the fact that it was located on a
rocky island that was near the Phoenician seaboard. 38 It was a great city-sta te that had
enormous economic influence among its neighboring nations. 39 It was situated in the
northwest of Israel. 40 Tyre and Israel had a long-la sting political and economic
relationship spann ing from the time of David up to the time of Ahab . In 2 Samuel 5: 11,
Hiram King of Tyre was said to have been in good re lationship with the king of Israel
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that he sent emissaries who came with carpenters and materials to build a palace for King
David of Israel. This relationship was extended to Solomon and even became stronger to
the extent that Hiram called Solomon his brother (1 Kings 9:10-14). Ahab's relationship
with Ethbaal king of Tyre was as strong as his mentioned predecessors. He even took the
friendship to a higher level by taking Jezebel, the king of Tyre's daughter, as his wife (1
Kings 16:30-31). 41
Tyre's delinquencies for which Amos pronounces judgement is said to be m1n □ l'~9;::i-l.;,~

~71
□ i"ll.:)7 :71t?o/
"because

□'i;J~ rr1.:;i~l~J

they delivered over an entire population to Edom,

and they did not remember a covenant of brothers. " The first part of this indictment because they delivered over an entire population to Edom - is constructed using words
similar , if not identical, with the second part of Gaza 's crime (Amos l:6b). 42 Unlike
Gaza, Tyre is not accused of exiling an entire population . But like Gaza , it was indicted
for delivering a whole community over to Edom. 43 As was highlighted in the Gaza
indictment, the plausible explanation for handing an entire population to Edom would be
for slave trading. Indeed, Lessing believes the crime of Tyre has to do with slave trade for
he said , "This means that Tyre, like Gaza, sold to Edom, an entire population of captives
as slaves." 44 Since Amos does not accuse Tyre of capturing this entire population, but
rather of handing them over to Edom, it appears Tyre mu st have been some sort of a go-
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between in the slave business. 45 Undeniably , Joel 4:6, combined with Ezekiel 27:13,
portrays Tyre as being notorious for slave trading. If this is true , the crime is the
dehumanizing of the human person. 46 Usually, only those who can work or who are
useful are sold into slavery. But Tyre is accused of handing the entire community
including children, the invalid , and the weak to Edom.
There seem to be more to the transgressions of Tyre. The last part of Amos' indictment
states that tl'l;J~ n'l.~ 1T?!~?l"and they did not remember the covenant of brothers." The
verb i:lT means to think of or to recall. 47 It also involves perceiving and dealing with
something as actual and substantial.

48

However, in Amos 1:9, it means "to observe." 49

Thus, the use of the negation"~? ," negates the meaning of the word. It could be
translated as "did not keep." Combined with the rest of the clause , it would mean 'they
did not keep the covenant of brothers." The phrase tl'l;J~ n'l-~11:;,r
~?l"and did not
remember the covenant of brothers" intensifies the wicked behavior of Tyre.
Nonetheless, what Amos means by the term , □'n~ n'i:;i "covenant of brothers" is not
explicit. The word appears to have no other precedent in the Hebrew Bible 50 , and as
would be expected , scholars are divided as to what it means. Scholars such as Douglas
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Stuart 5 1 believe it refers to the relationship between Tyre and Israel, as previously
mentioned. According to him , the use of "covenant of brother s" was Amos' method of
"summarizing the lengthy cooperative relationship that had existed between the
Phoenicians and Israel." 52 Towing the same line of thought, Lessing opines that, "it could
refer to the renewal of a covenant between Tyre and Israel in Amos' time during the reign
of Jeroboam ben Joash ... " 53
Wolff disagrees with the idea of associating the "covenant of brothers " with Israel's past
political and economic relationship with Tyre. Citing Deuteronomy 23:8a and Hoseal2:4,
he concluded that it is more likely, however , that the ' covenant of brothers ' refers to "the
bond of kinship between Israel and Edom." 54 This position taking , by Wolff , is less
convincing because the text names Tyre as having forgotten the covenant of brothers and
not Edom. Besides, the fact that the prophet addresses Edom explicitly in the next oracle
makes it unlikely that Edom was being referred to in the Tyre strophe. Jan De Waard and
William Smalley also reject Wolffs position when they conclude, "some see in the
'c ovenant of brothers' the blood relationship between Edom and Israel (Essau and
Jacob!). But this relation ship is nowhere called a ' covenant ,' and it is difficult to see how
Tyre can be reproached for not having respected such a relationship existing between two
other nations." 55
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It is important to note that the prophet chose to hide the identity of the victim of this
crime and how the victim was related to Tyre. As to why he decided to do that remains a
question. Still, the text discloses that what is essential and upon which the prophet
focuses attention is the crime committed against humanity. 56 David Hubbard captured
this point when he attested that , "Tyre's treaty-partner , with whom she played false, is
not mentioned - another reminder that specifics of the case are not so crucial to Amos as
the appealing violations of human decency and honor. 57 For this reason , this study
refrains from making speculations or attempting to identify Israel or any other nation as
the victim of the denounced crime in Amos I :9-10. 58 It also does not engage in an
expedition of guesstimating how the victim is related to Tyre in this "covenant of
brother." On the contrary , it is interested in the crimes committed against humanity. Tyre
committed two notable transgressions. (1) the first transgression has to do with handing
over an entire population to Edom. This crime is the same with what Gaza did, and what
was said about Gaza in the previous oracle, especially about delivering a whole
population to Edom for slavery purpo se, also applies to Tyre. (2). The second crime of
Tyre has to do with the breaking of promise. The prophet was quick to condemn Tyre for
not keeping the "cove nant of brothers. " For personal gains, Tyre set aside its treaty
obligations. 59 It went ahead to deliver an entire population that had probably trusted Tyre
not to harm it because of the treaty existing between them.

56

Paul, 61.

57

Hubbard, 134.

58

Paul , 58.

59

Motyer , 41.

91

One cannot imagine the pain that the victim would have suffered. Besides the torments
and humiliation that was felt, the memory that a trusted partner committed it, would have
been devastating. That makes the crimes of Tyre more serious. It was not only injustice
against the inviolability of treaty obligation , but it is also a crime against right
relationship .

3.4

ORACLE AGAINST EDOM (AMOS 1:11-12)

Edom became the next nation after Tyre to receive Amos' denunciation for its crimes
against right relationship and social justice. Edom literally means "red region. " 60 It
seemed to have gotten its name from the reddish granite found all over the nation. 61 It
controlled the caravan routes that stretched from India through South Arabia up to Egypt
and it was from there that much of its wealth came. 62 Edom was situated on the east of
Israel. It was related to Israel from the point of view of geographical proximity , historical
relationship , consanguineous, and ethnic ties. 63 The people of Edom are said to have been
descendant s of Esau , the twin brother of Jacob (Genesi s 25:21-26) . Because of this,
Edom and Israel are regarded as having some form of kinship. They are also regarded as
brothers (Numbers 20:14 ; Deuteronomy 2:4; Obadiah 10).64

Nevertheless , the Hebrew

bible discloses several instance s of hostility between Edom and Israel (1 Samuel 14:47; 1
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Kings 11:14-25; 2 Kings 8:20-22, 14:7-10, 22). 65 David was said to have subjugated
Edom during his reign, thereby extending his kingdom to that country (2 Samuel 8: 1114).
Edom had already become notorious in Amos' Oracles Against the Nations, having been
implicated twice in the oracles against Gaza (Amos 1:6) and Tyre (Amos 1:9) as a
recipient of slaves. 66 The text has already so far incriminated Edom as an accessory after
the fact, and associated it with the transgressions of Philistia and Tyre. 67 As a result,
when the prophet began to address Edom, one would expect that he was going to review
the slave-trading issue. Instead , he mentions more grievous crimes. According to the

'witt :::i7p:;,.
fo1T?Y
prophet, the crimes for which Edom is being condemned is ,,~Ql 11!JWl

n::q;il~o/ iDl:;1¥.
l i!ll.'.i
1~7~'W:)"because he pursued his brother with a sword and showed
him no mercy and his anger tore perpetually, and his fury persisted always." This
indictment is poetically constructed. Since poetry does not always follow the rules of
syntax, it is not surprising that this oracle presents numerous syntactic problems .68 It
begins with a qal infinitive construct with a yd person masculine suffix,

i!l1i

"his

pursuing." which could be translated as he (Edom) pursued. 69 Thus , combined with the
rest of the first colon of the indictment , one could render it as "he pursued his brother
with a sword." It was a customary operating practice to pursue a defeated enemy (Exodus
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15:9). 70 But in this indictment something appears not to be right. The enemy that is being
hunted is addressed as a brother. Additionally, the language of the text seems not to
describe a defeat in a battle situation. The passage (Amos I: 11-12) does not say that
Edom defeated his brother and then pursued him with the sword. It then would mean that
Edom pursued the remnant of a group or nation that was defeated in battle. Edom is said
to have pursued the brother with a :nn "sword." In Amos , :r,n "sword" is most often used
as a figure of speech to represent warfare and violent death. 71 It is usually an instrument
used by God himself to punish a people (Amos 4: 10; 7:9; 9: I). Sometimes too, an agent
appointed by God uses the sword to execute God's judgments (Amos 7:11,17; 9:4, 10).72
But in the prophet's denouncement , Edom ' s actions do not seem to be approved by God.
Thus, warranting Amos ' denunciation of its violent bitterness and aggression.
The second colon of the indictment states,

,,~rnnnw1
"and destroyed his compassion"

Scholars are not in agreement when it comes to the meaning of this clause. The
combination of words here creates problems. The piel perfect with waw consecutive, and
a 3rd person masculine singular suffix,

nnw,translated as spoil indicates recurring

action. 73 It "means to destroy , ruin, or exterminate. " 74 The second word , ,,~n,, in its
abstract form, could mean "his compassion or pity." 75 When both words are combined,
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the phrase could be translated as "He destroyed his compassion ." The idea here is that
Edom did not extend compassion to the victim. It was cruel and lacked any pity in its
dealings with the victim. 76 But this interpretation is an attempt to make sense of an
uncertain Hebrew phrase. 77 Accordingly, it appears not to conv ince some scholars.
Shalom Paul cont ends that such an interpretation is an improvis ed one since it has no
preced ent in the Hebrew bible. 78 It is more so because

,,~n,
literally means "his wombs ."

Thus , a more literal translation would be "he destroyed his wombs" 79 This literal
translation makes no sense , and its meaning is not clear. Therefore , some scholars have
cited Judg es 5:30 and some Ugaritic texts as instances to promote the idea that ZJ'~ Q'1
"w omb" be regarded as a metonymy for women .80 If this interpretation is correct , then it
would mean that Edom pursued not only his brother but also destroyed his broth er ' s
wives or women and , by extension, even children in the womb. 81 This rendition also
appears to be a spur -of-th e-moment endeavor to address a prob lematic Hebrew clause. As
such , some other commentator s82 have propos ed a different interpretation. These scholars
think that it is appropriate to translate ZJ'M1 (womb) as "allies." Hence, the clause could
be rendered as "he destroyed his allies." They do so because they see ,,n~ (his brother)
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and

□'~Pl

(womb) as being parallels to each other. Those who toe this line of thought do

so primarily because they believe that the

Pn~

(his brother) referred to by the prophet will

be no other but Israel. They hold this idea primarily because of the kinship between
Edom and Israel as well as their politically close association as attested in the Hebrew
Bible. If Amos had Israel in mind when he accused Edom of pursuing his brother, then it
would make sense to translate

□'?.)n7

(womb) as allies because Israel was both a brother

and a confederate to Edom. But the meaning remain s uncertain. 83
Apparently , the prophet chose to hide the identity of the victim of the crimes of Edom.
Moreover , the absence of an identified victim in the Edom strophe does reveal
something. It emphasizes the grievousness of the atrocities against humanity as a whole
rather than against a particular group. In other words, the transgressions of Edom deserve
denunciation not becau se they may have been committed against Israel or Judah but
because they are crimes committ ed against humanity regardless of the identity of the
victim. That said, it is essential to note that the word

□'M1

"womb" easily leads into ,,~Pl

"his compassion or tendernes s." 84 Whatever interpretation scholars may ascribe to □'~Pl
"wo mb" - whether as allies, as women or even as pregnant women - the fact remains that
the Edomites are accused of not being compassionate in their dealing with the victim.
The lack of compassion or tenderness is one of the ingredients that make up the crime
against humanity leveled against Edom.
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A second ingredient underscoring the crime leveled against Edom is i::i~1li'71179:1,"and
his anger tore forever." The syntax of this clause is also problematic.

85

The central word

"=,7u•1"
creates difficulty. The verb is the qal imperfect with a waw consecutive and a
\? "to tear. " It is translated as "he
third person masculine singular suffix of the verb 1')"1

means to "tear to pieces" or "to tear apart." 86 This term is best
tore." The verb 1')"1~
described by the image of a savage animals that tears its prey into pieces. 87 For instance ,
when Jacob's children returned to him with Joseph 's robe after having sold him in
Genesis 37:33, Jacob exclaimed that a ferocious animal had devoured and tore Joseph to
pieces. The verb Jacob used to describe "the supposed action" of the wild animal he had
in mind was 1')"1~"to tear." Combined with other words in the clause, it could be rendered
literally as "his anger tore forever." 88 Even though "anger" appears not to be a suitable
"he tore," 89 the general idea is that the ruthless behavior of Edom
subject for =,7u•1
because of anger against his brother could be compared to that of a hungry wild animal
that devours its prey.
Similar to the anger component in the indictment and also parallel to it is the statement,

m.q;i7~t+7
iJ:)l:;i¥l
"his fury persisted for forever." The keyword in this clause is iDl:;i¥"his
1 "fury." The word ;n:rn appears about thirty-four
fury." It is derived from the word ;,1:n.
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times in the Hebrew Bible and thirty-one instances. It is translated as fury or wrath usually, the type of rage that is associated with the divine or with humans. 90 Because ;11:n.1
"fury" is typically associated with the divine or with humans, it often ends in punishment
or destruction. If the

;"'li::lY is

from God, it ends in punishment. But it ends in destruction

when is linked with human circumstances. 91 Thus, the entire clause, n~;i.;-,l~o/i1:q:;i~1
could literally be translated as "his fury, he retained it forever." It would mean that his
fury raged continuously without stopping.
Overall, Edom was indicted for grievous crimes against humanity. Apart from its
contribution to the dehumanization involved in slave trading which surprisingly is not
mentioned in this oracle , it was also blamed for violating "the common ethos of kinship
obligation." 92 The enemy Edom is accused of pursuing to destroy happens to be a brother.
Whether Edom is related to this "brother" by blood or by covenantal relationship is not
necessary. The prophet considers such details as inconsequential. Instead , far-reaching is
the anger arising from some remote cause, where Edom set compassion (which should
naturally be applied in this case) aside and cold-bloodedly, with bestial rage tore
incessantly at its prey. 93 He reduced his brother to something to plunder and treated him
in the most besmirched form. From every indication , the crimes ascribed to Edom are
those against right relationship and social ju stice, especially against the weak and the
defensele ss.
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3.5

ORACLE AGAINST AMMON (AMOS 1:13-15)

Ammon became the next nation after Edom to receive the heat from Amos because of its
crimes against social justice. The people of Ammon previously occupied the suburbs of
the eastern desert until gradually they settled in the Transjordan area. 94 They occupied
"the east of the Jordan, between Gilead in the north, Moab in the south ," 95 and the desert
people to the east. These neighbors pressed them in such a way that they had no breathing
space. 96 Genesis 19: 30-38 recounts how the daughters of Lot (Abraham ' s nephew) ,
induced their father under the influence of alcohol to have sexual intimacy with them. 97
The sexual encounter with their father resulted in the birth of two sons, one for each of
the daughters. Ben Ammi (the father of Ammonites) happened to be the son of the
younger daughter of Lot. Thus , the people of Ammon were descendants of Lot and
accordingly had some form of kinship with the people of Israel. But (like Edom), despite
their blood relationship with the Israelites , the Hebrew bible discloses ample evidence of
hostility between the two nations (Judges 3: 12-14; 10:7-9, 17; 11:4-33; 2 Chronicles 20: 130; 24 :26 ; 1 Samuel 11: 1-11; 14:47 ; 2 Samuel 8:12 ; 10:1-11). 98
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The delinquencies for which the prophet denounces Ammon is
□j1:1~-r,~

W~?1~7~;:i
rii7;:ib~i?:;t-?ll

:l'iJl;J"because they ripped opened the pregnant women of Gilead in order to

expand their borders." This indictment begins with a qal infinitive construct , attached
with a 3rd person masculine plural suffix as the subject of the action being perfom1ed □ fi?:;t

:' their ripping. " 99 Literally, it means "their ripping open," which can be rendered

as "they ripped opened."

I 00

The next word is m1;-i "pregnant women. " It stems from the

verb, ;-i1;-i "to conceive " and can be employed as a substantive noun and thus could be
rendered as "pregnant women."

I0 I

Accordingly , Ammon is being accused of ripping open

(the womb of) pregnant women. I 02 Surprisingly , this notorious crime does not appear to
be peculiar to Ammon. On the contrary, there is ample evidence (biblically and extra
biblically) to show that it should have been a fairly common practice in warfare . In 2
Kings 8: 12 Elisha , in tears, insinuated that among other things, Hazael, the messenger of
the Aramean king , was going to rip open pregnant women. Also, in Hosea 14:1, prophet
Hosea threatened Samaria , among other things, with ripping open of women because of
their rebellion against God. Even Menahem, the king of Israel , was said to have raided a
neighboring city , Tiphsah , and ripped open its pregnant women (2 Kings 15:16).103
Again , outside biblical setting , Mordechai Cogan 104 remind s readers of an Assyrian hymn
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Lessing, Am os, 137.

102

Wolff, Joel and Amos, 161.

103

Ibid.

104
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that eulogizes the victories in the battle of Tiglath Pileser of Assyria. In that hymn, the
king is said to "S lip the wombs of the pregnant women, ... gouged out the eyes of the
infant s ... cut the throats of their strong men." 105 The fact that it was a common practic e
does not mitigate its notoriety. Consequently, Amos denounced the act as heartless and
vicious and indicted Ammon as deser ving punishment for committing such acts against
"defenseless women" and, by extens ion, "helple ss unborn children. " 106
The proph et goes further to state the trifling reason propelling and boosting the desire to
commit such barbaric acts of ripping open the wombs of pregnant women of Gilead.
According to him , it was o~,::i~-r,~ ::l'!J7::JWl-i?"in order to enlarge their own territory. "
This last colon of the indictment is a purpose clause as indicated by the word , lY~? "in
order that. " 107 The term , ::i•n1;, "enlarge" is deri ved from the verb, ::llJl which is translated
as "to mak e broad" or "to make wide." 108 The next word is 0?1::l.'.i
, which means border or
boundary. 109 The Hebrew bible sometime s emplo y 0?1::l.'.i"border" to designat e an entire
ten-itoty as seen in 2 King s 10:32. Some other times, it could mean the area surrounding a
city as expresse d in Joshua 13:3. In some instance s still as in Amos 1:13, o~:i::i~is used to
indicate the territory possesse d by a nation . 110 Accordingly, the combination of the hiphil
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M. Ottosson. "'71 :i?-," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, ed. G. Johannes
Botterwe ck, H Ringgr en, and Heinz-Jo sef Fabry, trans. J. T Willis et al., vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans ,
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:l'n,;i

"enlarge" and 071:l). "border" could be translated as" to expend its boundary." But,

why would Ammon engage in ripping open the womb of pregnant women of Gilead to
expand its territory? Pregnant women undoubtedly belonged to the civilian population.
Perhaps, an allusion to Pharaoh's reasoning for ordering the extermination oflsrael's
male infants in Exodus I: 16-22 will provide an insight into the purpose of this nauseating
act. The Bible discloses that Pharaoh wanted to subjugate the Israelites forever by
stunting their growth and weakening their male population. Therefore, he ordered that
every male born child should be killed.
If this reasoning is valid, it could mean that Ammon aimed at preventing the people of

Gilead from becoming strong and reclaiming their territories that were sized in the future.
Ammon was not ready like the Egyptians to wait for a baby to be born to determine the
sex of the baby and thereon decide which one should live and which one should die. It
was resolute in preventing the birth of more Gileadites who might lay claim to the
territory when they reach the age of maturity.

1I 1

It was dete1mined to exterminate Gilead ,

to depopulate it and take over its land. Therefore , it had to kill defenseless civilians
(women) and helpless unborn children. I1 2 Ammon committed grievous transgressions
against social ju stice and right relationship. It valued land and expansion of territory more
than human life and was ready to sacr ifice the weak and the defenseless to achieve its set
goals. Also, blood relationship with the victim, which should have under normal
circumstances disallowed the use of cruelty , did not restrain Ammon from the use of
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brutality and savagery against a brother 's pregnant wives and his unborn children. No
wonder the prophet does not mince words in condemning Ammon in strong terms.

3.6

ORACLE AGAINST MOAB (AMOS 2:1-3)

Amos' sixth oracle was an indictment against Moab. Moab was situated to the "south of
Ammon and directly to the east of the Dead Sea." 113 The inception of Moab is closely
associated with the lineages of Ammon. As already cited in the Ammon strophe, Genesis
19:30-38 narrates the incident leading to the birth of the forefathers of the two nations.
Moab is said to be the product of the incestuous relationship between Lot and his first
daughter. As such, Moab is related by blood to both Ammon and Israel. If Moab is
related to Israe l, then it is also linked to Edom (whose king is the victim ofMoab's
crime). Edom is said to have descended from Esau, the elder brother of Jacob. It means
that there was some sort of kinship between Moab and Edom. Hence, the crime for which
Moab is accused was one committed against a relative. Though related to Israel by blood,
Moab had experienced a long history of both affection and resentment with Israel
(Deuteronomy 2:9; Numbers 25:1-9; 2 Kings 3:4-27; Judges 3:12-30). Furthe1more, 2
Samuel 8:2 records that Moab at a time in point became a vassal state in David' s
empire 114 and paid tribute to David .
Moab was denounced 1'i.(.'?□i7tr77~ .ni1t¥~
i~7w-,~"because they burned the bones of the
king of Edom to lime." As simple as this phrase appears to be, scholars are not in
agreement about its meaning. The point of debate among commentators is the last word
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,,w"lime." ,,wis translated as lime. However, the use of the preposition , 7"to" and the
definite article as a correlative to the verb , t')1ill, 115-

gives room for more than one

interpretation. If the preposition , 7indicates purpose then the prepositional phrase,

,,w,

"to lime" could be translated as "for lime." 116 In that case, it would mean that the people
of Moab burned the bones of the king of Edom to produce lime out of it. 117 The Targum

Jonath an aligns itself with this interpretation and goes further to suggest that the people
of Moab used the lime from the burnt bone for whitewash.

118

Similarly, some scholars

believe this interpretation to be reliabl e. I19 On the other hand, the preposition , 7attached
to the verb

,,w"lime"

could also allow the prepo sitional phrase ,

,,w,"to lime" to be

translated as "to or into lime." This rendering could mean that Moab burned the bones of
the king of Edom into lime , thereby totally destroying his corpse. The Vulgate appears to
support this interpretation. As Paul notes , it suggests that the bones of the king of Edom
were entirely burn ed into ashe s. I 20 As would also be expected , some scholars 121 identify
with this interpretation. For such scholar s, the bon es of the king of Edom must have been
burnt entirely in such a way that their ashes became as fine and as white as lime or
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Schocken Books, 1970), 4 1.
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powdered chalk. 122 There are a few other scholars who do not accept the rendering of the
prepositional phrase 1'il'7 to either "for lime " or "into lime." They propose the making of
revisions or corrections to the prepositional phrase. In doing so, such scholars had
concluded that 1'il'7 should be translated as "to demons " 123 or "for violence."

124

However ,

such conclusions dependent on emendating the text do not appear to be convincing.

125

Also, there appear not to be any tension between translating 1'W7as "for lime" or "into
lime," since both can occur simultaneously. It is possible that Moab burned the bones of
the king of Edom into lime, and then used the lime as a whitewashY

6

It is not clear why Moab will burn the bones of a dead king. Amos is silent about it, and
the text does not say anything about it either. Still , scholars have proposed various
reasons to fill the lacuna. John Hayes attests that tombs in the ancient world were sacred,
and their content, were never to be desecrated. Thus , there were inscription warning
against such acts. 127 Also , grave curses were invoked on those who dare to violate the
sanctity of the tombs and their contents. 128 Accordingly, Francis Anderson and David
Freedman sugges t that for Moab to have defied the curses for violating the sanctity of the
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tomb and its content , it must have believed it was doing more harm to the dead king of
Edom than the damage the curses would have done to Moab. Thus , Moab was motivated
to burn the bones of the king of Edom because of extreme vindictiveness.

129

For J. K.

Howard , the core at the heart of burning the bones of the king of Edom had a religious
undertone. According to him, the ancient world believed in the enduring unification
between the body and the soul , whereby neither of them can exist independently of the
other. Thus , to burn the bones of the king of Edom into lime was to totally destroy the
body, and by extension, the soul of the king of Edom. 130 Also, towing a religious
undercurrent , Stuart maintains that it was to stop the king of Edom from experiencing the
resurrection that Moab burned his bones into lime. 13 1
Whatever might have been the reason behind the burning of the bones of the king of
Edom is beyond the scope of this paper. Still , it is important to state that most of the
reasons put forward by scholar s appear to be ad hoc conjectures put in place to fill the
space created by the lack of a stated purpose for the burning of the bones of the king of
Edom. For instance , there is no way to know that Edom believed that the preservation of
bones would lead to the assurance of resurrection to warrant Moab desecrating the bones
of their king. 132 It is also difficult to demonstrate that Moab believed in the sanctity of the
tomb and its content , or believed in the enduring union of the body and soul or worse still
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in the resurrection of the dead. 133 Furthermore, it is practically impossible to ascertain
that the reasons given above were what Amos had in mind while pronouncing the
indictment upon Moab. What is important to this research is that whatever is the reason
behind Moab's action , it is unacceptable. It was a violation of the sanctity of personhood.
The bones of a dead king are harmless. If not for vengeance, why would one subject the
dead to further punishment? In 2 Kings 9:34, Jehu recognized the need to give respect to
the body of a royal. He instructed that Jezebel be given a decent interment. But in the
sixth indictment of Amos, Moab does the exact opposite. It disinters the remains of a
dead king and defiles it. The king in question is a blood relation. This is a clear case of
hatred for a blood relation, which is manifested in wickedness towards the helpless . It is a
crime against right relationship with a brother and social injustice against the helpless and
defens eless. No wonder Amos condemns the act in strong terms.

3.7

ORACLE AGAINST JUDAH (AMOS 2:4-5)

Anyone familiar with oracles against foreign nation s would expect that Amos' Oracles
Against the Nations end with Moab, or at least with some other non-Israelite nation. It is,
therefore , surprising when Amos mentions Judah as one of the nations to be condemned
for its tran sgressions against right relationship . Judah was the sister nation to Israel. The
12th chapter of the first book of Kings details how Israel eventually got separated from
Judah . Thu s, before the incident alluded to in I King s 12, Israel and Judah together
fo1med one nation under the Davidic-Solomonic empire. Amos ' indictment against Judah
reveals a sudden transition from the previous charges against the foreign nations. In form

133 Ibid.

107

they all appear to be the same but in content there is a sharp difference between the
transgressions the foreign nations are accused of committing from what Judah is said to
have done. 134 Unlike the foreign nations , Judah is not accused of breaking a treaty against
a neighboring nation or committing despicable inhumane acts against another nation or
even with a human person. Instead, it is indicted for more localized transgressions within
its walls. Judah is reprimanded for transgressions against right relationship with God. 135

n~w
K?1'ii'D1;,j;,; I1)ir-n1~ □ ~~~-?ll

According to the prophet, Judah is harangued bun;,:)

□iT'1ti~ tl[Ji:J~ 1~7;:i-,ip~□V'~P "because they rejected the Torah of Yahweh and his statues

they did not keep. Their lies led them astray , those that their fathers followed." The verb
□9~1)

is qal infinitive construct , with a third person masculine suffix. As Lessing

indicates , it is derived from the verb O~I). O~I) is generally translated as "reject , refuse,
despise. 136 The direct object of the verb is !1)iT-1"the Torah of Yahweh." The term !1)iT-1
comes from the verb ;-Ji\ which in the hiphil could mean "to instruct, to direct or to
teach." 137 Thus , in the first colon of Amos ' indictment , Judah is accused ofrejecting or
despising the teaching of God. The second colon, which is parallel to the first, states 1'ii'D.l
17~o/

K? "and his status they did not keep." The word ph "statue" originates from the verb

;-Ji(D,,which

means to "to carve out, or to engrave." It is most times used to denote a divine

status, command, or order. As Duane Garrett pointed out , the negated qal qatal with a
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third person common plural suffix - 1i~W ~7- comes from the verb i~ill.
i~ill is translated as "to observe or to keep."

139

138

The Hebrew

The second colon then can be read as "his

status they did not keep." Thus, the first accusation against Judah is that they despised the
teaching of God and did not keep his status. This accusation is in sharp contrast from
other indictments against the nations. For the first time , a direct crime against God is
charted. However, it is a misconduct that only those in a relationship with God could
commit, since the transgression hinges on despising the teaching of God and not keeping
his commandments.

I40

The third colon of the accusation contains difficulties which have led to different views
bu1i;,~1
"and their lies led them astray."
and interpretations by scholars. It states that ov~:;;ip
tlU7X:,~1
is the hiphil imperfect
The phrase that makes up the third colon begins with tl1llX:,~1-

third person masculine plural with waw consecutive and third person masculine plural
suffix of

:i~o"to go astray."

tl1llI;1~1
could generally be translated as "and they led them

astray. But what is problematic is the second word which happens to be subject of that
is the plural, with a third person masculine suffix of the
clause - ov~~p"their lies." tiV~:J.p
noun , :ir;i. 141 :ir;, is usually translated as "lie" or "falsehood " or delusion."

142

Equally, :ir;i

appear s to be one of the many deprecatory words used to designate idols or false gods in
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the Hebrew bible . 143 As such , some scholars 144 belie ve that Amos was referring to idols
with his use of "lies." For such scholars, the third colon of the indictment would be
translated as "T heir idols led them astray." Anderson and Freedman,

145

on the contrary,

argued against the cataloging of the word "lies" in Amos 2:4 with idols. They advocate
that the phrase be read as "their falsehood led them astray." By falsehood, Anderson and
Freedman refer to false prophets and other leaders who propagate falsehood and thereby
lead the people astray. They do not associate " lies" with idols since, for them , it was not
thinkable that Amos could imply that Idols can do anything.

146

The last colon of the indictment states that □iTlO~ □l)i:J.!$ ~:;i1ni-,ip!$
"those that their fathers
followed." How this phrase is interpreted depends on how the " lies" in Amos 2:4 is
translated. If "lies" is associated with idols as some scholars advocate, then it would be
translated as "those idols that their fathers followed also led them astray. " On the other
hand , if by "lies," the prophet is referring to the false teaching of the false prophets and
elders of the people, then the last colon will be translated as "those false prophets and
elders whom their fathers followed also led them astray by their lies ." 147 Accordingly ,
whether Judah allowed itself to be led astray by idols or by false prophets and elders , the
emphasis of the indictment is that a transgression had been committed against God. A
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close reading of the text (Amos 2:4) portrays Judah as having rejected God's demand
upon their lives, 148 by accepting falsehood.
God entered into a covenantal relationship with his people (Israel and Judah). That
relationship was founded upon some rules of relationship , which are generally referred to
as the commandments or status of God. Exodus 20 chronicles these rules of relationship
that existed in the agreement to form a bond between God and Israel. Justice demanded
that each party to the treaty remained faithful to the guiding principles of the relationship.
Judah was expected to keep to the rules of its rapport with God individually and
collectively. But in this indictment , Judah is being accused of having despised the
guidelines of its relationship with God and allowed itself to be led astray by falsehood.
Judah's transgression is a crime against right relationship. It is a crime against justice
individually and socially. Hence, it receives condemnation from the prophet.
3.8

SUMMARY

A review of each indictment against the foreign nations and against Judah shows that
each nation is accused of a particular crime different from what the other nations are
accused of doing. Yet , one misconduct bind s every one of the nation s. The infringement
against right relationship stands out clearly in each instance. Another thing that unites
these seven oracles is that the countries being indicted were once under the Davidic
empire or they had one form of blood affinity or the other with the covenanted people of
God (Judah and Israel). Also, except for the Judah strophe, the rest of the oracles reveal
international war crimes perpetrated by one powerful nation against weaker and helpless
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Howard , 54.
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inhabitants of another nation. Likewise, except for Judah , only one wrongdoing is allotted
to each of the countries under indictment. Yet, each oracle is introduced with "for the
three transgre ssions ... and for four." The ushering in of the Judah oracle and that of
Israel , which mentions more than one wrongdoing, disclose to the close reader that the
introduction "for the three transgressions of ... and for four" is not just a mere numerical
stereotype used for each of the oracles. It appears to be a literary style that has a more
profound significance that will be explored in the next chapter. In the oracles against
Damascus , Ammon, and Moab , the victims of the crimes are mentioned. Still, the text
(Amos I :3-2:5) is silent about the identity of the victims of the remaining nations. The
fact that some victims of the crimes are not mentioned shows that the emphasis of the
indictment centers around atrocities committed against humanity in general and not
necessarily because they are committed against a particular nation. All the oracles (except
that of Judah) appear to have been crimes committed by human beings against human
beings on the international level. These crimes ranged from obnoxious slave-trading
involving entire population and covenant-breaking between blood relatives and allies.
They also include inepressible hatred and barbarities against the helples s and
defenseless.

149

The underlining forces responsible for the commission of the se crimes

against fellow human beings were personal ambitions to expand tenitories , for economic
dominance, to have victories in war or even sheer greed. The personal ambitions of these
nations mentioned above were so strong that they threw affability in human relationships
away, reduced fellow human beings to things, and treated them as worthless entities.
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Motyer , 44.
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The Oracle Against Judah, which amounts to the seventh indictment , deserves some
mentioning here. Its position in the entire circle of oracles shows that it is part of the
oracles against the nations even though Judah was part of the covenanted people of God.
This is true when two things are considered. First, like each of the foreign states , Judah is
threatened with being destroyed by fire. Thus , the "punishment by fire" colon unites the
Judah strophe with the rest of the foreign nations. Second , Judah , at this time in history ,
was an independent nation from Israel. The Hebrew bible documents several instances of
bellicosity between Judah and Israel (2 Samuel 3: 1; 1 Kings 12: 19; 15:6-7,32; 2 Kings
16:5). 150 Thus , as far as Israel was concerned, Judah was not only regarded as a foreign
nation , but it was also viewed as an enemy as the above cited biblical passages portray.
More than whether Judah is actually a foreign nation or an enemy to Israel, the placement
of the Oracle Against Judah between that of the foreign nations and that of Israel is
literarily significant. It acts as a prologue to the Oracle Against Israel. First , it inaugurates
the beginning of the indictment that is directed within as against the remaining six that is
directed outside towards other nations. Second, the Judah strophe introduces the
beginning of the naming of more than one transgression as the reasons behind the
censure. This naturally flows into the Israel stanza, which intensifies the naming of more
crimes as reason behind the accusation of Israel. Third , the Judah strophe is the only
indictment that has nothing to do with crimes against humanity but deals with
transgressions against God. Being the indictment that is directed inward towards God, it
introduces the Israel stanza that is directed inward towards its own fellow Israelites. 151
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Stuart , 3 15.
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Jeremias, 34.
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Finally, as stated in the previous chapter, Amos was concerned about right relationship
between individuals and between the community as a basis for the covenantal
relationship with God. The Oracle Against Judah is an inward introspection about right
relationship with God. It introduces the Oracle Against Israel, which deals with right
relationship with fellow human beings within the community. Thus, when there is right
relationship with God and with each other , social justice is achieved. Conversely, the
infringement of right relationship either from the point of view of a relationship with God
or with fellow human beings breeds social injustice. This paper will now tum its attention
to the Oracle Against Israel to review what went wrong , warranting Amos' condemnation
of Israel.
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CHAPTER FOUR
LITERAL ANALYSIS OF THE TRANSGRESSIONS OF ISRAEL (AMOS 2:6-8)

To call Israel back to the prescriptions of the covenant, where social justice accentuates
the relationship, Amos had to expose the social injustices prevalent in his time. Thus, one
by one, he names those contraventions responsible for the bre aking of the covenant. The
focus of this chapter will be to scrut inize the transgressions that brought about Amos'
indictment of Israel. I shall approach this task by examining some of the literary devices
employed by the prophet to get the attention of his hearers.
To bring to the attention of his audience the breach in the covenantal relationship and the
consequence of such a breach, Amos delivered his message using a genre referred to as
the oracles against nations. The oracles against nation s are found in various forms,
primarily in the Old Testament prophetic books. 1 Consequently, all other Old Testament
prophetic books (such as Isa 13-23; Zeph. 2; Hab. 3:7-15; Jer. 46-51; Nah. 2:14-3:4 and
Obed. 1-6)2 contain collections of oracles against foreign nations apart from Hosea.3
These oracles were meant to condemn Israel's enemies and to lay expletives on them as
media of assurances of Israel's ultimat e triumph over its enemies. Amos made use of this
genre and then modified it to bring cutting indictments against the people of Israel.4

1

John Hayes. "Usage of Oracles Against Foreign Nations in Anc ient Israel, " Journal of Biblical
Literatur e 87, no. I (March 1968): 8 I.
2

P. R Raabe. "W hy Prophetic Oracle s Against Nation s?" in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays
in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Astrid B. Beck et al.
(Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1995), 236.
3

Hayes , 81.

4

R. Reed Lessing. Amos, Concordia Commentary: A Theological Exposition of Sacred Scripture
(St. Lou is, MO: Concordia Pub. Hou se, 2009), 93.
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Hence , Shalom Paul asserts that "Amos may now be seen as creatively investing an older
literary form with new content." 5 Likewise, Yair Hoffman identifies Amos' oracles
against the nations as being nothing but the "oracles -before-battl e," which the prophet
restructures and transmogrifies into his own genre with entirely fresh content. 6
Amos begins by first appealing to the authority behind his speech -

;-ij;-i; ,~~ ;-ij,

(thus says

the Lord). Hence, he introduces his message using a pattern popularly known as the
Messenger Fonnula. The Messenger Fonnula is said to have possibly originated from the
world of diplomacy. 7 It was used by envoys who were usually sent by influential people
in ancient times. 8 The messenger reveals the sender typically before the message is
relayed to the recipient(s). In this way, the emissary is depicted as one who speaks on
behalf of the correspondent. 9 Consequently , the presence of a messenger attracts attention
because there is a presupposition that a message is about to be delivered . There are
several instances in the Hebrew Bible where the messenger formula has been used to
deliver messages to different varieties of audiences. In Genesis 32:3-4 . Jacob sent
messengers ahead of him to his brother Esau. The messengers were instructed to
introduce the sender before the message. Thus, the message began with the introduction,
"Here is the message of your servant Jacob." Also, before the invasion of Sennacherib ,

5

Shalo m M. Paul. Amos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos, ed. Frank Moore Cross,
Hermeneia--A Critical and Historical Comm entary on the Bible (Minn eapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 10.
6

Yair Hoffman. " From Oracle to Proph ecy : The Growth , Crystalli zation and Disintegration of a
Biblical Gatti.mg." J NES 10 (1982): 75-8 1.
7

Lessing, 106.

8

Doug las K. Stua1i. Hosea-Jonah, Word Bibli cal Commentary v. 3 I. Hosea , Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jon ah (Waco, Tex: Word Books, 1987), 308.
9

Marvin A. Swee ney. lsaiah 1-39: With an introdu ction to Proph etic Literature, Th e Fonn s of the
Old Testament Literature v. 16 (Grand Rapid s, Mich: William B. Eerdman s Publi shing, 1996), 524.
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king of Assyria, a herald in the person of the cupbearer-in-chief, was sent to deliver the
king's message to King Hezekiah in Jerusalem. The cupbearer-in-chief stated, "Thus says
the great king, the king of Assyria ..." (2 Kings 18: 19). After the message was delivered to
Hezekiah, he also sent envoys to the prophet Isaiah. Hezekiah's messengers introduced
their communication with, "Thus says, Hezekiah ... " (2 Kings 19;3). Similarly, Prophet
Isaiah replied to Hezekiah's with the introduction, "Thus says the Lord ... " In another
incident, when Jephthah was making negotiations with the king of the Ammonites in
Judges I I: 14-15, his message to the king was preceded with the words, "Thus says
Jephthah ... "
Adopting this well-known feature of sending and receiving messag es in ancient life,
Amos presented his Oracle Against Israel as a messa ge from the Lord. 10 By stating";,::,
:i,;,, i?j~ "(Thus says the Lord), Amos asserted his role as a prophet, as well as revealed

the source of his authority. Most importantly , Amos admitted that his role was that of the
bearer of the information he related; since the me ssage itself came from the Lord. In
support of this position, James Mays emphasizes that Amos' use of the me ssenger
fo1mula signifies that the words he spoke, emanated first as revelation from God before
they were spoken. 11 As such, the message originates from God and has God as its
authority. 12 The mention of the nam e YHWH concerning Amos' message served to draw
the attention of his audience. The term YHWH connotes respect and awe in the minds

10

Stuart, 308.

11

James Luther Mays. Amos; A Commentary, The Old Testam ent Library (Philadelphia :
Westmin ster Press , 1969), 20.
12

Gary V. Smith . Amos: A Commentmy, I st edition. (Grand Rapids , Mich: Regency Reference
Library /Zondervan Publishing, 1989), 22.
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and hearts of the Israelites. It is the name representing the Lord , who established the
covenant with Israel. As such, it is considered the most sacred name. 13 Accordingly,
Amos' use of the name YHWH was the most effective way of appealing to his hearers
and persuading them to pay attention.
Having gotten the attention of the audience, the prophet employs the staircase numerical
formula to underscore the reasons for the criticism of Israel. He begins, '}l.lV!;I':7W71V-7ll

;·w;i7~-7l/1
?~lo/: (for the three transgressions oflsrael and for four). The use of the
staircase numerical formula precedes Amos. It is employed in other books of the Hebrew
Bible , especially in the books of Proverbs, Job, and the Psalms. For instance, Proverb
30: 18 states ,
There are three things that are too amazing for me ,
four that I do not understand.
Also , Proverbs 6: 16 has this to say;
There are six things the LORDhates ,
seven that are detestable to him
we also encounter the use of this num erical pattern in Psalm s 62: 11 when it says:
One thing God has spok en,
two things I hav e heard:
Pow er belong s to you , God ,
Again , the use of this pattern is found in Job 5: 19, and it says;
From six calamities he will rescue you;
in seven, no harm will touch you.

13

Fen y Mamahit Y. Establish Justice in the Land: Rhetoric and Theology of Social J ustice in the
Book of Amos (A Dissertation submitt ed to the Univers ity of Pretoria , directed by Prof.PM Vent er, 2009) ,
74.
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Apart from the use of this literary device in the Hebrew bible, Wo lfgang Roth attests that
it was also used in some Ancient Near East documents.

14

Even though the staircase

numerical fonnula is well known and used both in the Hebrew Bible and elsewhere, Meir
Weiss insists that how Amos uses it is sui generi, incomparab le to any other usage both
in style and strnctur e. 15 Nevertheless, scholars are not in agreement when it com es to the
interpretation of the meaning and significance of its usage in Amos . One can roughly
divide the positions of schol ars about this literary device into three school s of thought.
The first group holds that Amos' use of "For the three tran sgress ions of Israel and for
four" cannot be taken simply to indicate a precise number of tran sgressions. 16 Instead, it
means that the crimes were committ ed a multiple or an indefinit e number of times.
Scholars who identify with the second school of thought contend that it connote s a
specific amount of transgressions. The precise number of wrongdoings is detennined by
the figure which appears in the second colon of the para llel. 17 Tho se who belong to the
third schoo l of thought believe that the phrase "for the three tran sgressions oflsrael and
for four" alludes to a definite number of transgressions. The speci fic number is the sum
of the numb ers in the first and seco nd colon of the parallel.
In his contribution to the debate about the significance of Amos' use of the numerical
formu la, Alberto Soggin avows that the phra se "for the three transg ressions ... and for

14

Wolfg ang M. W. Roth. "The Numerical Sequence XJX + 1 in the Old Testame nt," Vetus
Testamentum 12, no. 3 (1962): 300- 3 1I.
15

Meir Weiss. "T he Pattern of Numerica l Sequence in Amos 1-2: A Re-Examination ," Journal of
Biblical Literature 86, no. 4 ( 1967): 416-423.
16

Stuait, 3 10.

17

Paul, 27 .
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four" indicates a countless numb er of transgression s. Thus, the indictments against the
nations did not come because of one or two contraventions but because they were
continuous and repetitious actions. 18
Contrary to the position of Soggin , Isac Leo. Seeligmann believes that the significance of
the literary device in question resid es in the first four visions found in Amos chapters 7-8.
He asserts that in the sequence of events, the first four visions came before the Oracles
Against the Nations. And, drawing from these four visions Amos declares that God was
likely to pardon the first and second transgressions of Israel but would never exonerate
Israel for the third and fourth wrongdoings.

19

Similar to the ideas of Seeligmann, Vair Zakovitch upholds that the expression "For the
three transgression ... and for four," should be understood as meaning four sins. He
alluded to Amos' use of seven and eight when the prophet pronounces seven oracles
against the nations and Judah and climaxed with the eighth oracle against Israel. For
Zakovitch, the use of three and four should be understood in the same way seven and
eight are under stoo d in Amos - as the comprehensive accrual of wrongdoing.
Accordingly, when a nation 's misconduct reaches the three and four point , it is complete,
and God is not willing at this point to postponed chastisement.
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20

J. Alberto Soggin. The Prophet Amos: A Translation and Commentary (London: SCM Press,

1987), 32.
19

Isac Leo Seelingmann. "On the History and Nature of Prophecy in Israel ," In Eretz Israel 3, J.
W Hirschberg et a l, (Jerusalem: Israel Exploratio n Society, 1954)129.
20

Yair Zakov itch. "For Three ... and for Four". The Pattern of the Numerical Sequence ThreeFour in the Bible: The Adaptation of a Common Oral Pattern to the Literature of the Bible: Examination of
the Role of This Pattern in Expressing the Message of Literar Biblical (Jerusalem: Makor , 1979), 175-179.
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Paul agrees with Zakovitch that three-four shou ld be understood as completeness.
However, according to him , the prophet only employs this poetic device to convey the
concept of totality and climax. Thus, he uses the typologica l number three and its
functional parallel four , to communicate completion .2 1
Weiss on the other hand propounded a similar but qu ite different theory about Amos' use
of the number s three and four. For him , the numbers three and four represent the two
most natural components of the number seven. Conseq uently , the significance of the
poetic device - three-four, should be the sum of the two number s which is seve n. As
such, the prophet had in mind seve n trnnsgressions - this can be seen in the seve n
contraventions listed on the Tsrae l strop he. Thus, because of the seve n wrongdoing, God's
retribution is sure to come. In addition, the number seven denotes fullness and
conclusiveness.

22

Immediat ely after employing the staircase numerical formula, the prophet states
categorically that the retribution of God is not revocable and cannot be rever sed. Th e use

~7(I will not revoke it) which is the hiphil of :mutogether with the third person
of 1)ri,W~
masculine sing ular object suffix "it ," to covey the idea of irrevocab ility creates clarity
problems. Thus, the "it" in the "I will not revoke it" is not clear. As such , schol ars have
different opinions when it comes to the meaning of "it". 23 Hans Wolf maintains that "it"
refers to the word of God. Thus, it has to do with the revoking of the word of God. 24
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Paul, 30.
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Weiss, 419.
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Paul , 46.

24

Hans Walter Wolff. Amos the Prophet: The Man and His Background , ed. John Reumann, trans.
Foster R. McCurley (Philadelphia: Fortress Press , I 973), I 26.
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Contrary to Wolffs position , R. P Knier im believe the "it" refers to God's wrath. 25 Paul
Raabe says it is the voice of God that the "it" refers to. 26 Francis Andersen and David
Freedman also confirmed that the "it" in the "I will not revoke it" refers to the voice of
God. 27 Michae l Barre insinuate s that the "it" in the

1J'.J'illl\

refers to the punishment to be

mated out on the peop le.28 Paul reiterates that the amb iguity of the " it" in the

1J:J'illl\

is

delib erate. Echoing the position of Wi lhelm Rudolph that "it" is intentionally use to
create my stery which leads to heighten tension, Paul asse11s that this rhetorica l device of
frightening and suspense-ridden anticipation is one of the severa l literary devices that the
prophet uses to attract, maintain and sustain his hearers ' attention and it refer s to the
fo1thcoming chast isement 29 Paul Noble also accepts Paul's position that what " it" refers
to, is deliberately ambiguous. He maintains that it refers to the antic ipated punishment as
well as the restorat ion that was avowed in Amos 9: 11-15. Thus , God was not going to
revoke the punishm ent as well as revok e God's promise of restoration.

30
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R. P Knierim. "I Will Not Cause It to Return in Amos 1-2," in Canon and Authority: Essays in
Old Testament Religion and Theology, ed. George W Coasts and Burke 0. Long (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1977), 170-175 .
26

Paul R Raabe. "T he Particula riz ing of Universal Judgment in Prophetic Discourse," The
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 64, no. 4 (October 2002): 666.
27

Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman. Amos: A New Translation, The Anchor Bible v.
24A (New York: Doubleday, 1988), 235.
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Michael Ba1Te. "The Meaning of l' sybnw in Amos 1:3-2: 16." Journal of Biblical Literature
105 (1986): 622.
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Paul, 47.
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Paul Noble. " I will Not Bring" Back' Amos 1:3: A Deliberate Ambiguous Oracle?" Expository
Times 106 (1995): 105-107.
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Regardl ess of the fact that several scho lars have propounded different views of what " it"
might refer to, and no matter what it might actually refer to, unquestionably the "if ' is
irrevocable and irreversible.

4.1

THE LIST OF AMOS' INDICTMENT OF ISRAEL

After employing severa l literary devices to attract the attention of his hearers as itemized
above, the prophet proceeded to marshal out one after another the contraventions
responsibl e for the breaking of the covenant. There seems to be seven of such
violations .31

4.1.2

THEY SELL THE RIGHTEOUS FOR SILVER

The first accusation level led against Israel is ji'1¥ r,9)~ z:::r;p1r"?~
(because they sell the
righteou s for silver). Simple as this phrase might be, scholars are uncertain about what it
means. Therefore, commentators have offered different explanation s as to what this
action of "selling the righteou s for silver" means. For Erling Harnmershaimb , 32 the phra se
refeITed to Judges who engaged in collecting bribes from guilty parties in litigation s to
give them favorabl e verdicts. In this way, the innocent or guiltless party is deprived of
ju stice . Thu s, Amos reprimands Judges for accepting i,9~ (money) and "selling out" the
ji'7;> (righteou s) whom they should protect and accord ju stice. Paul is slow to accept this

interpretation; beca use judges are not seen as selling the accused. Also, he reason s that
there is no precedence in the bible where the verb

7~~

(to sell) is used in the context of

briber y .33 Gary Smith also distan ces him self from Hamm ershaimb 's position. He argues

31
Several scho lars have differ ent opinion s as to the actual number of ind ictments. This paper will
deal with this issue in the next chapter.
32

Erling Hammer shaimb . The Book of Amos: A Commenta,y , tran s. John Sturdy (New York:
Schocken Book s, 1970), 46.
33

Paul, 77.
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forcefully that whene ver the phrase "to sell" is used in relation to the needy , it should
always be analy zed from the point of view of debt and slavery and not court brib ery and
injustices .34 Acco rdingly , Mays 35 suggest that the action of "sellin g the righteou s for
silver" should be seen from the point of view of a debt belonging to a creditor. Here, the

ii'7¥ (righteou s) is indebted to a creditor and is unabl e to repay what is due. As a result ,
the creditor sells the innocent person to pay off what is owed. Thu s, the prophet
condemn s the act of selling the righteous because of mone y that is owed the creditor.
Paul appears to be comfortable with Mays suggestion s for he asserts tha t the i?'1¥ is being
sold into slave ry not becaus e of being guilty of any sort. The innocent is being sold by
virtue of a debt that he was unable to be repaid. It is also po ssible that the innocent was
being sold into slavery because of being charged falsely as owing a debt. Finally , it could
refer that the debt the innocent was owing was small or not significant. 36

4.1.3 THEY SELL THE NEEDY FOR A PAIR OF SANDALS
The second indictment which appears to have some connection with the first - it stands
next and in parallel with the first indictment - accuses Israe l, tl:~V,J19v,~ 1t;i~1(and the
needy for the sake of a pair of sanda ls). Wolff identified the needy as the one who is in
need of help. 37 For Paul , the needy is the person who cannot defend himself or herself
and has no mean s whatsoever to protect himself or her self from being sold into debt

34

Smith , 82.

35

Mays, 77.

36

Paul, 77.
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Hans Walter Wolff. Joel and Amos: A Commentary on the Books of the Prophets Joel and
Amos, ed. S. Dean McBr ide, t·ans. Waldemar Janzen , S. Dean McBride , and Charles A. Muenchow,
Hermene ia-- A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Philad elphia: Fortress Press , 1977), 165.
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slavery. 38 The person referred to as the needy lacks even the basic necessities oflife,
power and the ability to get justice in the courts; as such he or she becomes the avenue
for others to get rich. 39 What is problematic and therefore obscures clarity is the tenn
□:~pJ.

It has been translated as "a pair of sandals." Even so, there has been a lot of debate

among scholars when it comes to its exact meaning. John Hayes elucidates that the
phrase "a pair of sandals" is not accepted by some scholars as literal as it appear. For
such scholars, it has nothing to do with sandals. 40 Mays insist that "a pair of sandals "
symbolizes a skimpy amount of money. 41 This would mean that the needy who is
indebted to the creditor is sold away into slavery because of owing the creditor a minor
debt. In support of this position , Stuart maintains that the reference to

□'?lJJ

(sandals),

"probably indicates hyperbolically the ridiculously low price for which they were sold." 42
However, this interpretation of Mays and Stuart does not seem to go down well with
Paul. He believes that Mays ' position has no foundation at all. Thus, he concludes , " ...
the assumption that sandals must have been so cheap and so insignificant an item that
they eventually became synonymous for any extremely small amount of money is
completely an ad hoc interpretation." 43 Paul recapitulated that it was a mix-up in its
original meaning that gave rise to the present vocalization of the word □ '?lJJ. He contends

38

Paul, 77 .

39
Thoma s John Finl ey. "Amos ," in Joel, Amos, Obadiah, ed . k Barker (Chicago: Moody Press,
1990), 164.
40

John Haye s. Amos: The Eighth- Century Proph et: His Times and His Preaching (Nashvill e:
Abingdon Press, 1988), 109- 110.
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Stuart, 3 16.
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that the term refers to a "hidden gift" or a "payoff."

44

In otherwise, the term is associated

with a bribe.
Unlike scholars who do not take "sandals" to be literal, Solomon Speiser according to
Paul, insist that the term was meant to be construed literally. Thus, he cites instances
from Deuteronomy 25:9 and Ruth 4:7 where sanda ls are use in legal context to show that
the term should be read as literal as it is stated. 45 Also construing "sanda ls" to be
literal , Vladimir Orel proposes that it may be associa ted with the legal transfer of land or
slavery. He equa lly opines that "sa ndals" might be a symbo l of societal standing; and
cites the case of Egypt where people held positions as sandal -bearers and guardians of
sanda l bags to buttress this position. 46
It is the position of this research that whatever interpretation scholars ascribe to
"sandals ," - whether literally or metaphorically- the most important thing is that it was an
instrument of suppression and exploitation of the poor and needy. Thus, as far as Amos
2:6 is concerned, "sa ndals" is a symbol of the rich and powerful. 47

4.1.4

THEY TRAMPLE THE HEAD OF THE POOR

With an attributive Qal participle - ,:l'~~iJ.i;J,
Amos inaugurated his third indictment against
Israel. The employment of a verb in the pmticipial form the imperfect (ltf - turn and

44

Ibid., 78- 79.

45

Ibid., 78.

~J?;.
- goes)

□'~~iJ.i;J,

followed by verbs in

does two things: (1) It clearly distinguishes the

46

Vladimir Orel. ''Texto logical Notes," Zeitschrift fur die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 109/ 113
(1997): 411.
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Ibid.
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indictments against Israel from that of the foreign nations. Thus , while the cataloguing of
the charges against the foreign nations in 1:3-2:5 are purely acts done in the past, tho se in
the Israel strophe (2:6-8) are ongoing contraventions, reflecting issues that were current
at the time of the prophet. 48 (2) It additionally inflates the accusations against Israel and
clearly defines the ongoing violations leading to Amos' indictment. 49
This third indictment against Israel has to do with the suppression of the poor. However ,
the meaning of the clause , tP71w:{7~'n~--,~
~-,ll □'?~W;:i (they trample on the dust of the
earth on the head of the poor) is not immediately clear because of syntactical difficulties.
As such, scholars are not in agreement about its meaning . The first difficulty encountered
is what to do with the word

□'?!$W0

(they trample). As a word that has a homonym,

commentators are divided as to which meaning is envisaged in the word. Thus , some
scholars 50 interpret it to mean "to gasp," while others 51 prefer to regard it as a biform of
i,~iv(to trample , crush). 52Another expression within the clause that has generated more

(on the dust of the earth). Scholars have either held
than one interpretation is 'r-:i~--,~~-,~
it to be "on the dust of the earth" or "upon the dust of the earth" or "into the dust of the
earth ." 53A further expression that has triggered multiple interpretation s is the construct
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phrase tl'711Zi~7:;i(on the head of the poor). Julius Bewer has proposed that the word 1Zi~7
(head) should not be taken literally . For him , 1li~7 stands for chief , or greatest. Thus, the
clau se in question should not be read as trampling on the head of the poor but should be
read as trampling the poore st of the poor into the dust of the earth. 54 Some other scholar s
have tran slated it to mean "head" as part of the human body.
Luckily the word tl'?1 (poor) which is part of the clause appears not to generate the type
of controver sy other words and phra ses have generated among scholars. □'71 frequently
appears among other words used to designate the poor , powerless , weak and destitute.
Recunently tl'71 is employed to indicate the socio-economic status of individuals. In
Amos tl'71 is employed four times (2:7 ; 4: 1; 5: 11; 8:6) and in each instance , it designates
the poor. 55

'n~-1;;,~r
,~tl' P.~tbi;J

Because of the synthetic difficulti es inherent in the clause, tl'711Zi~7:;i

(they trample on the dust of the earth on the head of the poor) , scholar s tend to translate
the entire clau se as "Those who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the eaiih."
Or "those who pant after/gas ps on the poor est of the poor into the dust of the earth." 56 It
all depend s on the meaning ascribed to tl'?.~tbi(trample). According to Jan de Waar d and
William Small ey, to designate tl' ?.~Was "gas p or pant after" creates a portrait of three
situations, a situation where: (1) the wealthy landowners who oppre ss the poor are
depicted as awfu lly greedy . They even strugg le to have the littl e quantity of earth the
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poor pour on their heads while mourning. (2) the well-to-do have satisfaction through
draggin g down the poor until they are in miserable conditions . And (3) the rich acquire
land at the detriment of the poor. 57 Smith on the other hand contends that it is better to
translate t:l'?,~W as trampl e becau se this position is widely accepted. He also point ed out
the similarities betw een the use of tJ'?.~Win 2:7 and the way it is used in 4: 1 and Isaiah
3: 15 as a strong indication that tJ'?.~Wshould be translated as trample /crush. 58
It is the position of this pap er that , whether one tran slate tJ'?.~Was "pant after/ gasp" or
"trample /crush, each interpretation is not far from the other; the y are almost the same
thing. Aft er all , gasp or pant after might "convey the sense of effort made by those who
chase their victim down in order to sell them for silver or sandal s." 59
The articl e, ";J " attached to the verb t:l'?.~Waccomplishes two things: (1) it could act as a
personal pronoun turning the particip le t:l'?.~W;J
(trampling ones) to "they trample."

60

(2) it

could also allude to the same group who are accus ed of selling the poor in 2:6.6 1 Thu s,
the prophet indict s the same group of people as being responsible for the oppr ession and
abuse of the poor. Thi s group of Israe lites maltreat and maneuver the poor and the weak
among them soc io-econom ically to their advantage. Accordingly, the clause, -l;,l) t:l'?.~W;J
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0'?:1 1V~7;
fl~-,~~ creates an allegory of oppressors who "step upon the heads of the poor
as though they were stepping upon the ground beneath them, that is, they treat the
underprivileged with contempt and abuse." 62

4.1.5

THEY TURN ASIDE THE WAY OF THE HUMBLE

The fourth accusation against Israel stands in parallel relationship with the third
accusation. Though the words 0'?:1 and o'ml are not synonymous to each other, they can
be regarded as complementary.

63

Consequently, the third and fourth indictments depict

the same imagery - the maneuver and suppression of the oppressors were so severe that
the poor could not defend themselves from them. However , the precise meaning of the

o•m1llJ.l (and they turn the way of the humble) continues to
fou1th denunciation, ~IP~
generate debate among commentators. Some scholars 64 believe its meaning should be
sought from a legal point of view. This is because ~IP~
_as a hiphil of ;i~~ in the judicial
ambiance frequently means "to twist/pervert " justice. 65 For such scholars therefore, ';J-:)1
(way/road) is synonymous with ~?.o/7.)
(justice). They also often cite Proverbs 17:23, -

~?.l.¥7.)
niiJ7tini6;:i7- translated as "they pervert the ways of justice " to buttress this point.
Thus , for scholars in this school of thought, the fourth accusation has to do with the
perversion of justice. Accordingly, Amos seems to be frowning at "the actions of the
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Andersen and Freedman, 310.
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Wolff , Joel and Amos , 166, Soggin, 48, Andersen and Fre edman, 3 16, Lessing, 160.
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powerful who are abusing the legal system to control , manipulate, and depri ve
impoverished people of due justice." 66
Towing this line of thought , Mays asserts that the meaning of the fourth indictment is to
be located in the perversion of legal procedure. This means that the court which is
supposed to be a place where justice is maintained and enforced has become a means for
the oppression of the poor .67 Likewise , Waard and Smalley think that the fourth
indictment could be read as preventing the miserable from obtaining justice. 68
Paul rejects the judicial interpretation of the fourth indictment. He cites instances from
Exodus 23 :6, Deuteronomy 16: 19, Proverbs 18:5 and Isaiah 10:2; 29:21 as evidence to
show it should not be translated as perversion of justice. Instead , taking a clue from Job
24:4, he forcefully affirms that it should be read as the needy are turned aside , that is,
pushed off the road. 69 According to Paul, the fourth indictm ent is a figurative way of
saying that the poor are browbeaten and harass ed by the rich, who prevent and block
privileges and perquisites which naturally accrue to them from reaching them. 70
Stanley Rosenbaum pre sents a different interpretation from the positions above. For him ,
without recourse to any figurative interpretation as Paul would want us to believe , one
can naturally interpret the fom1h indictment. This is possible if
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□ ')JV,

is read as "tenant

farmer." The clause would mean that the rich engaged in activities which made it difficult
for tenant farmers to participate in their normal demeanors. 7 1
Whichever way one seeks to interpret the fourth indictment - whether from a legal,
figurative or natural point of view - the use of several phrases in 2:7a and 2: 7b exposes
the calculative cruel behavior of the wealthy against the poor. It is possible to deduce
from the way the indictment is constructed that the poor and less privileged were:
physically abused , received bodily harm , smashed on the head, shoved off the streets ,
defrauded , trample in the dust and deniedjustice.

72

One can also see the image of the

oppressor in the text as not only manipulating the poor and needy, but controlling their
lives, determining how they live and divesting them of their rights and privileges.

4.1.6

A MAN AND HIS FATHER GO TO THE SAME MAIDEN

The fifth indictm ent technically complete s chapter 2:7. This long sentence -

~::,7~
.•~~1iZ.h~l

'o/.7ii'□l(tn~ 7J.1JW~? ;-J")
V,
JiT7~ - accusing Israel of wronging appears simple and straight
forward, yet it is complicated. As such scholars have divergent opinions about what it
actually mean s. The word central to under standing the entire sentence is the word ;i1v,J;
which literary means "young woman." 73 According to Lessing , even though ;i1v,J
is a
common and general term , it could have a wide range ofreferent s. In Gene sis 24: 14, it is
tr·anslated as a single female. Deuteronomy 22 : 15 ascribes it as a married woman . The
book of Ruth identified it as a widow (Ruth 2:6) . Judges 19:3 defined it as concubine and
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2 Kings 5:2-4 tagged it a female slave girl. 74 Scholarship in Amos is still battling with
ascertaining what is meant by the " :71V,J
" in 2:7c. Thus, commentators have propounded
numerous views of what they think it means. Hans Barstad asserts that the :71V,J
as
reference in 2:7c refers to a waitress at a pagan religious meal or banquet. 75 Contrary to
Barstad 's position , Soggin reiterated that the :71S!Jin question is a sacred prostitute.

76

And

Robert Gordis identifies :71V,
J as a secu lar prostitute ,77 There are some other scholars 78
who relate :71V,J
with either commercial sex or one fom1of immoral observanc e or the
other which are practiced in pagan shrines.
Many other scholars reject the notion that :71V,J
is assoc iated with prostitution either from
a social point of view or from a cul tic point of view. 79 They contend that the tenn ";,1v,r
simply means "A young woman" and has nothing in it to suggest cult or prostitution
practices. Also , tho se who read cultic or prostitution meaning into the term do so because
they relate it to 2:8. And even though :71V,J
could fit well into the 2:8 narratives, the
crimes referred to in that verse are devoid of all sexual overtures and implications.
Besides, there is no such a directiv e in the Hebrew bible that inhibits a man and his father
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80
from having sexual intimacy with a :-nv,J;
neither is there anywhere in the said bible

where ;"'JlV,J
is equated with prostitution.

81

In the absence of any justification for

associating ;·qv,Jwith harlotry, cultic practices or slavery , it is better to maintain the literal
meaning of the word which is "a young woman or a maiden"

82

Even if one accepts the literal translation of :71V,
J as "young girl or maiden ," the meaning
of the entire phrase '417i?
tlY.Z-11~
??.OW~? :71V,
Jir?~ \:i?;_l'~t$l tz.h~l(a man and his father go
to the same girl) is still not fully clear because of the construction. The use of\:i?;_ which
(to walk , go) in
is the qal imperfect, Yd person masculine plural of the verb 71:;,;:i
conjunction with the preposition "?~" as the direct object of the noun

;,7p~~is unique to

Amos. This type of construction doe s not appear in any other place in the Hebrew bible. 83
The verb 71:;,;:i
literally means "to go, come or walk, " but it has severally been used
idiomatically in the Hebrew bible to depict sexual activities. 84 As such the statement that
a man and his father go to the same woman could create a picture of the involvement of
illicit sexual act. 85 Paul strongly affirms the sexual nature implied in the use of the verb
71:;,;:i.
His extensive research in the Akkadian equi valent of the word gives credence to the
fact that the word as used in Amos 2:7c implies sexual activities ; since the interdialectical
semantic and cognate equivalent of the Hebrew 71:;,;:i,
has the sam e idiomatic meaning "to

82
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have sexual intercourse. " 86 In addition, even though scholars do not agree on how to
translate :-Jl}!Jin Amos 2:7c, most of them agree that the predicate :-JlV,3
1:r?~ ~J?;.(go to the
same woman) elicits sexual undertone.
The text - 2:7c - does not address the young woman in any specific term that enables one
to identify her as a prostitute , either cultic or social. It is also silent about her status,
whether as a slave, married , affianced or single. But one thing is clear - there is some
form of sexual und ercurrent betwe en the il,.h~l(and man) and 1'~l$l(and his fath er) and the
:-Jl}!J.Also , even though the text does not explicitly say so, but one can read through the

words of the prophet , the possibility of the :i1p;i's involv ement not being by her own
volit ion. 87
At this point , it is necessary to look into what the law says about two people havin g
sexual intercour se with a particular person. Several passages in Deuteronomy and
Leviticus outline sexua l activities that could be grouped as sexual pollutions , and the
punishment for those who break the law (example Deuteronom y 22:22 -30; 27 :20 and
Leviticus 18:8, 15; 20: 11-12). But these passages deal mostl y with incestuous
relation ship s. It appears the law is silent about the situation described in Amos 2:7c. as
reiterated above, there is no regulation in any of the biblical legal collec tions prohibiting
a man and his father from having sexual intimacy with the same unm arried woman. 88
But then, the text for review does not say definitel y that the young woman is unm arried.
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Because of that , it is necessary to analyze the possible scenarios that may arise. If the
young woman was not married, then the man who first had sexual relationship with her
without her volition was mandated to take her as his wife (Deuteronomy 22:28-29). The
ensuing sexual activities coming from the man's father with the same young woman
would have clearly been viewed as incestuous ; and should normally receive capital
punishment (Leviticus 20: 12). Should this young woman be betrothed to another man,
then both the man and his father were clearly breaking the law and deserved capital
punishment (Deuteronomy 22:22-30).

89

If she was the wife of another man , then both the

man and his father would have been engaging in adultery (Exodus 20: 14).
In conclusion , whichever way one looks at the activities of the man and his father with
the young woman , there is a breaking of the law - either as idolatry , adultery or incest.
But more than that , the young girl at the center of this debate deserve to be critically
evaluated. The text does not label her with any identity (as prostitute , married , divorced ,
single or engaged) and does not describe her with any unruly behavior. Because of this,
she gets sympathy from the reader. 90 Unlike the man and his father who could be seen as
being exploitive, she stands the chance of being seen as the victim in the narration. One
need not read too far to arrive at this conclusion. A close reading of Amos 2:6- 7 discloses
her identity as belonging to the same category as those who are oppressed in the
preceding passages.
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That is to say, what is important in the narration is the exploitation
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of her defensele ssness and reducing her to an object of sexual gratification 92

as again st

wheth er she was married , divorced, single, a slave or a prostitute.
The fifth indictment ends with the phrase , 'o/.7ii'
tli4/-I1~
1??.ti
W?,J?
(thereby profaning my
holy name). Under normal circumstance s, the word W~? with the infinitiv e could either
be read as announcing a purpose clause or result clause. 93 Thus , while Anderson and
freedman believe it introduces a purpose clause of a willful intention to profan e God ' s
name ,94 Lessing asserts that it is a result clause resulting from sin. 95 Whichever way it is
read , what is important is to determine its effect at the end of Amos 2:7c. Some scholars
believe it refers only to 2:7c. That is, the act of the man and his father going into the same
young woman profanes God ' s name. 96 Other scholars assert that the phrase should be
extended not only to 2:7c but the entire Oracle Against Israel. 97 Thus , every act of
oppression against the poor and needy profane s the name of God .
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4.1.7

THEY STRETCH OUT THEMSELVES ON GARMENTS SEIZED AS
PLEDGES

The sixth indictment is a pronouncement against the exploitation of debtors. It states, -1n71
Di-!rr,i-1,~
?¥,~~0~ b,7~pz::i,7~:;i
(upon the garments seized as pledge they stretch themselves

beside every altar). This denunciation revolves around the general idea of what is taken
away from debtors; as a guarantee that what was borrowed will be repaid . The beginning

z::ii7p-?li'l(and garments taken in pledge) is central to understanding this
phrase, 'z::i,7~p
accusation. The word ;;;:~(garment) represents a big square wrap that is used as clothes
during day time and as blanket at night time. 98 On the other hand, the word ?~Ocould
mean "to bind ," "to take or hold in pledge," or when it is in the pie! "to writhe. " 99 Several
scholars translate the beginning phrase of 2:8 as "Garments seized in pledge."

100

This will

mean that before a debtor borrows money from a creditor , the debtor would have to
surrender some thing , (in this case a garment) to the creditor as collateral. A few other
scholars argue that ?~Oshould actually be translated as "distraint."

101

This would mean

then that the property of the debtor is seized only because the debtor has defaulted and is
unable to repay the debts borrowed from the creditor. Paul's contribution to the debate of
what ?~Omeans has led him to an extensive research. In that research , he relied on
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biblical and extra biblical passages to reinforce the argument that ?~Oas referenced in 2:8
pertains to distraints and not pledges as such . 102
Whatever interpretation one ascribes to b':,;;in,
□'7.p-?lll (and on garments seized in
pledge), the law protecting debtors from exploitation is clear about the sequestration of
clothing as either collateral or distraints. Creditors were discouraged from taking
properties that were necessary for life from debtors. Exodus 22:25-26 categorically states
that if you confiscate a neighbor's garment in default of an unpaid debt, it has to be
returned by sunset; since that could be the only thing that the neighbor might have as a
blanket to cover himself or herse lf at night (see also Deuteronomy 24: 12-26). Similarly ,
Deuteronomy 24: 17 prohibits the impounding of a widow's garment as collateral. This
would mean that the prophet was not saying anything new. In fact, he appears to be
referring to the confiscation of properties that should either not be seized at all or should
not be kept overnight as collateral or distraints for unpaid debts. 103 Thus, he was
reproaching those wealthy creditors who oppress the poor and needy for ignoring the law
put in place to shield the them from cmelty.
These rich creditors do not end at just confiscating what obviously shou ld not be
confiscated according to the law or keeping them beyond the permitted time , they debase
the poor and need y. This disparagement of the poor is expressed in the use of the word ,

1lb~
(stretch). 1lb~
is the hiphil imperfect , 3 rd person masculine plural of:,~~; and literall y
means "to stretch, to spread out." Accordingly , after commandeering garments which
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ordinarily should not be taken beyond the sun set, the rich creditors stretched themselves
on the illegally acquired garments in contempt of the debtors. 104 Supporting this position ,
Paul reiterates that the application of the preposition "1;,i' (on) suggest that "the garments
are not being spread but that they are stretching themselves ' upon' (?~) these very
gam1ents." 105
Because the sixth indictment ends with the phrase o;.ip;;-1;,~
?~~ (beside every altar), some
scho lars, believe that that should be an indication of the places and context where such
injustices against poor debtors take place. Such places may in include altars in Bethel
(3: 14), in Dan (8: 14), in Gilgal and other sanctuaries in the localitie s. 106 Accordingly,
they insist that such acts of injustice against the poor take place in cultic settings.

107

Amos' use of the phrase o;.ip;;-1;,?
?~~ (beside every altar), couple with describing the
11
actions of the wealthy creditors using an imperfect verb , 11 1ili~
(stretch), creates the

imagery of abuse against the poor that was cont inuous and widespread.

108

Thus , the way

the sixth indictment is constructed clearly shows the injustice perpetuated against the
poor. It portrays the prophet as frowning against rich creditors , who instead of making
use of their own lounging materials whi le enjoying themselves in cultic settings, use
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garments belonging to debtors , with no respect for their poor owners who could not
afford the pleasure associated with such gatherings.

4.1.8

109

THEY DRINK WINE OF THOSE FINED

In The seventh indictment Amos states o;'.)'l'.i?~
11';!:if.n.p:
□'l.V1JP

r,:.l(and wine of those fined

they drink in the house of their god), This is a denunciation of the rich and powerful who
enjoy themselves at the expense of the poor and needy. The fundamental phrase to
understanding the entire statement (2:8b) is □'l.V1J}l 1',:.l
(the wine of those fined). This
expression, □'l.V1J}l

r,:.l,appears

to have been used only in Amos. 110 It is a derivative of the

word WJ!Jwhich literally means "to impose a fine. " WJ!Jhas been used elsewhere in the
bible to refer to monetary fines and indemnity. 111 For instance, in Deuteronomy 22:19, it
was used to prescribe a fine of "a hundred shekels of silver" to be given to the father of a
bride whose husband falsely accuses of not being a virgin before marriage. Also, in
Exodus 21 :22, it was used to prescribe a fine for someone fighting another who
accidently collides into a pregnant woman who then experiences miscarriage. According
to that passage, the person in question will pay a fine of whatever the pregnant woman's
husband prescribes and is approved by the courts. 112
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The word □'Wm? (fined) could have two different meanings. If it is read as a qal passive
participle of iVJl.7,then it would be referring to people who have been fined. 113 If on the
other hand, it is read as a related substantive, then it could mean "fines."

114

Thus, scholars

have read it either as a passive participle; in which case the oppressors are accused of
using money collected from fines to buy wine, or as a related substantive: in which case
wine is seized from debtors who are unable to pay and who have no money to pay. 115 In
other biblical examples where fines are required, such as Deuteronomy 22: 19 and Exodus
21 :22, tho se fines are legitimate and those who are fined are considered to be guilty. But
in the case under review - Amos 2:8b - the text is silent about the legitimacy and the
guilt of those fined. Howe ver, one can arrive at the conclusion that those that were fined
were either innocent or the fines were not being properly used for the good of the
community; otherwise , there would be no need for the accusation in the first place. In
addition, fines are not extracted from offenders in order to permit the rich to mollycoddle
their cravings.

116

The fines were supposed to serve as restitution for damages and

infringem ents and not to finance drinking bouts.
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The seventh indictment ends with the phrase □;:pj?~ Tl';;)~f.,~.h
(they drink in the house of
their God). This phrase appears to pinpoint the location where this injustice takes place.

113

William Lee Holladay , Ludwig Kohler , and Walter Baumgartner. A Concise Hebrew and
Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament: Based on the Lexical Work of Ludwig Koehler and Walter
Baumgartner, 10th corr. impression . (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Leiden: William B. Eerdmans; E.J. Brill,
1988), s.v □'ml l.
114

Ibid. , s.v □'J)ll, 2.

115

Mamahit , 83.

116

Paul , 87- 87.

117

Wolff , 168.

142

However, the term n,;;1is vague because it could mean different things at the same time. It
could mean a living house, economic, cultural or civic center, or even different places of
divine worship. 118 But because the first colon of 2:8 makes mention of "every altar," one
ni;i (house of their God) refers to a shrine within a cul tic setting. If this
can say the 1'.l\TV1?~

is so, then the situation is even worse; since places of worship were supposed to be sacred
spaces. Yet the rich and the powerful discriminately collected fines from the very poor
and needy the law of God enjoins them to protect and used them to enjoy themselves at
the detriment of the poor and needy in the house of God. This act is morally wrong and
depicts lack of compassion and love. Hence the prophet denounces such acts in strong
terms.

4.2 SUMMARY
In the seven indictments enumerated above, Amos' concern for right relationship
between individual and between the community , as the basis for the covenantal
relationship with God is revealed. All the denouncements as pronounced by the prophet
hubs around being faithful to the requirement of the divine-human and human-human
relationships. As such, despite the fact that scholars do not unanimously agree on one
interpretation for each of the seven indictment s, there is an infringement to right
relationship as envisaged by the covena nt in each instance.
Again, another dynamic unites the various seven indictment together. Not only are all
seven transgressions crimes against humanity, but they are also Israel's crimes and
injustice s against one another. For a community that is in a covenantal relationship to live
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aright with each other , Amos' indictments expose in-house crimes perpetuated by the
powerful against the poor and weak. The crimes of Israel are clearly domestic crimes
committed against right relationship with each other in the community as enshrined in the
covenant.
It is curious that in each of the indictments, only the victims (the righteous , needy , poor ,
the humble , maiden, debtors and the fined) are mentioned . The text is silent about the
identity of the perpetrators of the injustices as mentioned in the indictment. Nevertheless,
a close reading of the text could empower one to guess the location and probably the
identities of the perpetrators of each of the crimes as denounced by the prophet.
Accordingly , Andersen and Freedman identifies the marketplace as the scene where
people were sold in 2:6, the city gates as the place where loans were certified in 2:8a , the
courts as the location where people were fined in 2:8b, and the shrines as the setting
where their gods were worshiped in 2:8. 119
If those locations are the actual places where the contraventions against the covenant took

place then one can guess the identities of the perpetrators as: (1) the wea lthy businessmen
who were expected to be fair in their dealings, (2) the magistrates who were expected to
allow justice to reign, (3) the king and his royal bureaucrats who were expected to protect
the defenseless in the kingdom , (4) and religious leaders whose duty it was to arrange
worship in such a way as to uphold God's ju stice and righteousness.
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Therefore, it

would not be out of place to say that those who contravened the dictates of covenant on
social justice were the creme de la creme of the society. As the first on the triangular
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relationship mentioned in chapter three of this paper, God is the source of justice in the
community. The two other components -the powerful and the weak - were to allow
justice to be rooted in the community by giving space to justice in their everyday life.
This duty to uphold justice was not optional but was enshrined in the covenant and
defined the covenantal relation ship between God and his people. Thus, any infringement
on the right relationship between individuals in the community was a transgression
against God and amounts to breaking the covenant. From every indication, those who had
and were expected to defend the poor and weak were the very ones who exploited and
oppressed them. As such the prophet was emphatic in his reproof of all acts of injustice
against the poor and weak. For him , such acts were as earth-shattering as profaning the
name of God.

145

CHAPTER FIVE
THE DISTINCTIVE NATURE OF ISRAEL'S DENOUNCEMENT
So far, a review of both the Oracles Against the Nations and the Oracle Against Israel in
particular, has disclosed that infringements against right relationships between
individuals and between communitie s are at the heart of Amos' indictments. The focus of
this chapter will be to scrutinize the effect of the placement of the Oracle Against Israel
as the culmination of the Oracles against the Nations. It will also examine the message
which the inimitable nature oflsrael's denouncement conveys when compared to the rest
of the oracles in Amo s I and 2.
However, since the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) is positioned within the ambiance
of the Oracles Against the Nations (Amos I :3-2:8) , there is no way one can discuss Israel
without referencing the foreign nations. This is true when one considers the fact that in
form , there are a lot of parallels between the Oracle against Israel and the rest of the
oracles. Furthermore, the entire set of oracles in Amos 1and 2 are presented as one
integrated prophecy. 1 This is not to say that the Oracle Against Israel cannot be viewed as
independent from the rest. On the contrary , each of the oracles that make up the larger
block known as the Oracles Against the Nations (Amo s I :3-2: 16), can rightly be viewed
as independent subunits of the larger block s of oracles because each of them contains a

1

Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman. Amos : A New Translation, The Anchor Bible v.
24A (New York: Doubleda y, 1988), 211.
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specific subject,2 a new heading and a different target. 3 However, of emphases here is
that since the Oracle Against Israel belongs to the larger unit of oracles and together they
form a unity 4 with a rhetorical movement from beginning to end, 5 it has to be discu ssed
within the context of the Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:16). 6 Accordingly, it
is important to deal with the similarities that exist between the Oracle Against Israel and
those of the nations befor e delving into the focus of this chapter.
Often times, people easily get distracted by the differences which exit in the oracles;
differences in structure , in phraseology , in style and sometimes in deviations from formal
scheme 7 Yet a close reading of the text (Amos 1:3-2:8) discloses the presence of a
constant literary framework 8 which each of the oracles simultaneously share with each
other especially at their beginnings. 9 The first of such shared features is the messenger
formula. Each oracle, including that oflsrael begins with ;,j;,;-,~~;,~"thus says the Lord"
and in some instances end with the concluding remark , "says the Lord." By employing

2

Ferry Mamahit Y. Establish Justice in the Land: Rh etoric and Theology of Social Justice in the
Book of Amos (A Dissertation submitted to the University of Pretoria, directed by Prof.PM Venter, 2009) ,
63.
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Andersen and Freedman, 211.
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R. J. Coggins. Joel and Amos, New Century Bible Com mentary (Sheffield, England: Sheffield
Academic Press, 2000) , 85.
5
Daniel J . Simundson. Hosea , Joel, Amos , Obadiah, Jonah , Micah, Abingdon Old Testament
Commen taries (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 160.
6

Mamahit, 63.

7

Shalom M. Paul. Amos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos, ed. Frank Moore Cross,
Hermeneia--A Critica l and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press , 1991), 24.
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Jorg Jeremias. The Book of Amos: A Commenta1y, 1st American ed., The Old Testament Library
(Lo uisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 20.
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such terminology, the prophet clearly insists that God is the authority behind the
message. The prophet is only a messenger of the Lord. 10 A second feature that is common
both in the Oracle Against Israel and those of the nations is the graded numerical
formula, ;--JP,~7~-7~.Jl.
.. ,~iv:;,
71W7!V-7:V
"for the three transgressions of ... and for four." In
each instance , this numerical formula is used to underscore the reasons for the
punishment of the mention ed nation.
A third component that appears in all the oracles is the element of irrevocability.
Immediately after the graded num erical formula in the Oracles Against the Nations as
well as in the Oracle Against Israel, the prophet specifically invokes the element of
irrevocability by stating , iJ;.rW~
l{?"I will not revoke it." As already referenced in chapter
four, scholars are not in agreement as to what

u;tW~l{?actually means in Amos 1and 2.

Therefore , they have expounded severa l proposals to fill that lacuna . More will be said
later in this chapter concerning what

iJ;tW~l{?might mean.

The fourth element across all the oracles have in common is the citation of specific
charges heralded by 7:V"because," w ith an infinitive construct verb. 11 By employing this
literary device, Amos outlines the particular transgression or transgre ssions for which a
nation is being indicted. The diagram 12 below gives a panoramic view of the stereotyp ed
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Andersen and Freedman , 2 11.
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Though very different from it, th e idea of this diagram comes from Anderson and
Freedman ,2 13.
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literary pattems

13

which are common to all the oracles in Amos land 2. It will also show

some of the features that are found in other oracles but are absent in the Israel strophe.
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When it comes to the differences existing between the Oracle Against Israel and the
Oracles Against the Nations, the diagram above illustrates that the "pun ishme nt by fire"
component present in the rest of the oracles is not found in the Israel strop he. Instead of
namin g the punishment for Israe l's transgressions immediatel y after the accusat ions as
occurs in the other oracles, there is a break between the enumeration of charge s and the
pronouncement of puni shment (Amos 2:9-11). At this point, the prophet goes on to
recount the salvific actions that God accomplished in order to establish Israel as his

13

David Allan Hubbard. Joel and Amos: An introduction and Commentary, Th e Tyndal e Old
Testament Commentaries (Leic ester , England; Down ers Grove, 111.
, USA: InterYar sity Pres s, 1989) , 127.
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covenanted people.

14

Then, he lists punishments that have to do with destruction but

nothing to do with fire. Also, the Israel strophe mentions multiple transgressions unlike
the six foreign nations where only one transgression is mentioned. The Judah strophe also
differs where only three transgressions are indicated. Content wise, the Oracle Against
Israel is verbose when compared to other oracles. Instead of dealing with war crimes as is
seen in those of the foreign nations, or dealing directly with God as seen in the Oracle
Against Judah , it deals with domestic crimes affecting the marketplace, the legal system,
and religious life. 15
The differences existing between the Israel strophe and the rest of the oracles in Amos

I and 2 is less of a concern to the reader acquainted with the oracles against foreign
nations. Still, the placement of the Oracle Against Israe l within the Oracles Against the
Nations becomes a major point of interest. As hinted earlier in the introductory
discussion , every other Old Testament prophetic book, with the exception of the book of
Hosea incorporates collections of oracles against foreign nations. 16 One can come across
collections of oracles against foreign nations in Isaiah 23; Jeremiah 46-51 ; Ezekiel 25-32;
Habakkuk 2:2-19; and Zephaniah 2:4-15. 17 The pronouncements within the oracles
against foreign nations usually favors Israel, since its enemies were condemned and these
pronouncements laid curses upon them. Accordingly, these oracles against Israel's
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Jeremias, 34.

15

R. Reed Lessing. Amos, Concordia Commentary : A Theological Exposition of Sacred Scripture
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enemies were means of assuring Israel of its eventual victory and salvation. As such, they
were meant for Israel's enemies and never for Israel itself.
There is no doubt that some of the prophets, especially Isaiah and Jeremiah made
damaging statement against Israel (Isaiah 9:7-21; Jeremiah 7:9-11) , yet, those
pronouncements against Israel were never part of each prophet's collection of oracles
against foreign nations. Also, no Old Testament prophetic book began with oracles
against foreign nations.

18

These oracles were usually scattered throughout the book s and

often at the center of each prophetic text. But in Amos, not only is the collection of
oracles against foreign nations placed at the beginning of the book , but it also includes a
strophe on Israel which serves as the culmination of the Oracles Against the Nations
(Amos 1:3-2: 16).
This arrangement in the book of Amos triggers questions in the mind of a close read er
accustomed to the usual character and placement of oracles against foreign nations. In
fo1m and in content, Amos' Oracles Against the Nations which ends with an indictment
of Israel is sharply different from other oracles against foreign nations found in the
collection of Old Testament prophetic books.

19

Therefore, one is tempted to ask the

following pertinent question s; when did the iniquiti es of the Israelite community become
equal with the crimes of the foreign nations so as to be placed side by side with them and
those foreign enemies of Israe l spoken of with a formal structure that is appropriate for
Israel ?20 Or why does Amos indicts Israel, the elect of Yahweh, along with the foreign

18

Jeremia s, 19.

19

Mays, 26.

20

Ibid. , 27.
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nations? And does the distinctive nature of the pronouncements against Israel convey any
message when compared with other oracles within the collection of oracles in Amos land
2?
Scholars over the years have furnished numerous views to justify why Israel is
condemned along with the foreign nations. Aage Bentzen believed that Amos' Oracles
Against Foreign Nations followed the pattern of the Egyptian execration text. 21 In the
Egyptian execration text, curses were laid on the enemies of the king following a
particular arrangement. First, the enemies of the king from the southern nations were
cursed. Second, then those from the northern nations received their own pronouncement
of curses. Third , the western nations' enemies of the king were also cursed. Fourth, then
the enemies of pharaoh within the Egyptian nation received the final curses. 22 For
Bentzen, this explains why Israel is condemned along with the foreign nation s. The
foreign nations cited in the Oracle Again st the Nations had one time or the other been at
war with Isra el. Thus , in Bentzen's calculation these enemies oflsrael were condemned
following a similar patt ern with the Egyptian execration text.

It is true that the Oracles Again st the Nation s in Amos land 2 resemble the Egyptian
execration text in appearance. However, they do not seem to follow the same pattern. 23 In
the Egyptian execration text , only the enemies of Pharaoh within Egypt were cursed. But

21

Aage Bentzen, "The Ritual Background of Amos 1:2-2:16," Oudtestamentische Studien 8 (1950):

85-99.
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in Amos' Oracles Against the Nations, Israel as a whole was indicted. Again, the crimes
which warranted curses to be laid on the enemies of the king in the Egyptian execration
text were misconducts committed against Egypt. 24 Yet, not all the wrong doings in Amos
land 2 were committed against Israel. For example, the strophe on Moab clearly shows
that Moab is being indicted for the atrocities it committed against the king of Edom and
not Israel (Amos 2 :1). Because of these dissimilariti es between the Egyptian execration
text and the Oracles Against the Nations, Bents en's propo sal appears not to have
provided the answer as to why Israel is indicted along with the foreign nations.
Especially, considering that at the time of Amos' indictments , none of the foreign nations
cited were in direct confrontation with Israel. 25
Some scholars 26 believe that there was some sort of acceptable international beha viors
guarding the named nations in Amos I and 2. Those international codes fell under
conventional morality that these nations were enjoined to observe. They were not actual
legislations put in plac e to be obeyed as in the case of Israel and Judah. They were codes
of conduct that the nations were expected to know and keep, following the dictates of
their conscience s. John Barton refen-ed to such acceptable behavior s as "international
customary law." 27 Barton held that for Amos to have indicted the foreign nation s along
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with Israel and Judah , he must have been appealing to such an international customary
law. Barton does not contend that the foreign nations were aware of such an
"international customary law." He argues that Amos clearly implied that the foreign
nations were expected ideally to be aware of those moral norms that they were
contravening. And , to claim ignorance of such convention would be part of Amos '
indictment. 28
The idea that there were acceptable moral norms binding upon the nations named in
Amos I and 2 is difficult , if not impossible to prove. There is nothing in the text (Amos
I and 2) to suggest that the named nations held to common moral codes to warrant Amo s'

indictments. Nor is there any epigraphic evidence that suggests the existence of such an
agreement. Consequently , the propo sal referring to the existence of an agreed moral
codes for the named nation s in Amos 1 and 2, could only be arrived at by insinuation and
not by alluding to concrete evidence.
Not satisfied with appealing to an "international customary law" to explain why the
nations are condemned along with Israel , some commentators have relied on a kind of
universal divine law. 29 Proponent s of this proposal 30 believe that the foreign nation s in
Amo s land 2 were accountable to God becau se God has control over human histo1y. As
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such, there are certain ethical principles that are common to the whole of humankind
irrespective of their origin. These ethical principles are valid for all peoples because they
are divinely imposed and enforced on all without choice. 31 This explains why the foreign
nations in Amos 1 and 2 are condemned along with Israel. As the one in charge of the
entire universe , God's rule and demand extend beyond Israel and embraces the whole of
humankind. 32 Reed Lessing insist that the universal divine law is inscribed on the hearts
of all people and it is also reflected by all creation. 33 For this reason , Amos indicted the
foreign nation s not because they disobeyed God as such, but because they failed to follow
the dictates of their God-given moral sense .34
Daniel Simundson also believes that God is the God of all nations , including those
nations who do not admit this fact. Thus , the foreign nations cannot claim to be ignorant
of God's demands about how human beings should treat each other. 35 Bruce Birch
likewise furnishes this same idea when he insists, "For Amos, God was supremely
sovereign over history and nature ... God's sovereignty extended to the nations, and God
would hold the nations to moral accountability as well as Israel or Judah. 36

It is one thing to propose that a universal divine law (which regulates human conduct)
exists, and another, to prove its existence. The idea of such a divine law acceptable to
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Israel and Judah, might make no sense to other nations that have nothing to do with the
God of Israel. Thus , relying on a universal divine law to explain why the foreign nations
are condemned along with Israel appears not to be convincing. Again, there is nothing in
Amos 1 and 2 to show that God's demands had been revealed to the foreign nations to
warrant being condemned for noncompliance. So, they could not be indicted for
infringement against a divine law of which they were not conscious.
For Max Polley, Amos' support for a reunited Davidic Empire was at the core of Amos'
indictment of both Israel and the foreign nations. Relying on John Mauch lines research ,37
Polley reiterates that with the exception of Tyre , all the nations mentioned in Amos 1 and
2 were at one time or the other ruled by David. And, even in the case of Tyre, David had
formed a treaty of peace with it (II Samuel 5: 11). David's treaty of peace with Tyre was
also renewed during the reign of Solomon (I Kings 5: 1-18). 38 This would mean that all
the nations cited in Amos 1 and 2 belonged to an association of people accepting a
mutual covenant under the Davidic empire.
David was able to maintain control over the foreign nations under his rule. But, when
weaker rulers ascended the throne , they were unable to maintain control of the area.
Thus, one by one the foreign nations reasserted their independence and regained their
freedom . The ultimate point of no return was when Israel (Northern Israe l) seceded from
Judah. According to Polley , Amos (who wanted a reunited Davidic empire) viewed this

37 John Mauchline. "Implicit Signs of a Persistent Belief in the Davidic Empire," Vetus
Testamentum 20, no. 3 (January I , 1970): 287- 303.
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act of reasserting of independence and regaining of freedom as a revolt against the
Davidic rule and against God who placed him there .39 Accordingly, by revolting against
the Davidic rule, the foreign nations and Israel had rejected the authority of God. 40 Thus,
God was going to destroy the nations within the Davidic empire that had rebelled against
it.
It is easy to prove that all the nations mentioned in Amos 1 and 2 had some form of
relationships especially within the Davidic-Solomonic empires. However , that does not ,
in itself explain the distinctive nature oflsrael 's transgressions as Israel is condemned
with the foreign nations .. Polley's resort to authorial intention creates some difficulties.
For instance, how are we able to know that Amos viewed the quest for independence as a
revolt or that he even had the Davidic empire in mind? Whatever Amos had in mind
remains uncertain. Any attempt to delve into what the prophet had in mind when the
prophet constructed the text wi II lead to endless arguments. Even thought Amos 9: 11
appears to lend credence to Polley's assertion, it does not state that the author had this in
mind when it condemned Israel with the foreign nations.
Nonetheless , the text (Amos l :3-2:8) conveys a message which could be deciphered
through close reading. This research proposes that the transgressions of Israel is at the
heart of the Oracles Against the Nations. The text (Amos 1:3-2:8) provides several clues
to indicate this conclusion. The hints pointing at Israel's transgressions as being central to
the indictments of the foreign nations include: ( 1) the placement and emphasis on Israel 's
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transgressions, (2) the use of the word

'l.'Ul!:I " revolt "

(3) the use of the fonnula of

irrevocability, and (4) the use of the staircase numerical formula.

5.1 THE PLACEMENT AND EMPHASIS ON ISRAEL'S TRANSGRESSIONS.
The first pointer in the text which reveals that Israel's transgressions lie at the heart of the
Oracles Against the Nation is the placement and emphasis oflsrael 's crimes. As earlier
indicated, though each oracle in Amos 1 and 2 could be regarded as an independent
oracle, they are so arranged in such a way that they form one rhetorical speech. 41
Indubitably, close reading of Amos l :3-2:8 revea ls an internal literary order that link s the
various oracles into a coherent whole. 42 The Israel strophe when compared with other
oracles attracts more attention becau se of its distinctive nature. The recitation of Israel 's
transgressions is more tortuous when compared with the rest of the oracles in that sect ion.
Also , the accusation against Israel appears to go on and on with no end in view. 43 The
diagram below shows the number of words used in composing each oracle within the
collection of oracles in Amos 1:3-2:8.
Name of Nation

Number of Words

Percentage by
Approximation

Damascus

42

11%

Gaza

39

11%

Tyre

26

7%

41
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Edom

29

7%

Ammon

38

10%

Moab

38

10%

Judah

31

8%

Israel

145

37%

As could be deduced from the table above, it took as much as three times more words
than any of the other oracles to construct the Israel strophe. This means that the author of
this tradition employed more words, spent more time and energy to compose the Oracle
Against Israel. Particularly, the content of the Oracle Against Israel is different from the
rest of oracles. It focuses on in-house injustices against members of the community. As
the text clearly shows , these in-house crimes against right relationship were important to
Amos warranting his use of 145 or approximately 37% of words to clarify them. Also,
the sudden reso11to the use of the participial form at the beginning of Amos 2:7 sends the
message that the actions responsible for Amos' indicted of Israel were present and
continuing actions; unlike the rest of the oracles against the foreign nations which
appeared to describe actions of the past. 44
Essentially, the Oracle Against Israel introduced themes that were repeated and
elaborated in subsequent chapters. 45 This is particularly true about Israel's infringement
against right relationship. Amos continued to return to it. It also remained a dominant
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topic throughout the book of Amos (Amos 4:1; 4: 4-5; 5:11-12; 5:21-24; 8:4-6). 46 Often
times, the prophet resorted to using the same vocabulary to describe the crimes of Israe l
in the Oracle Against Israel and in other sections of the book (see Amos 5: 11-12 and 8:46).
The Oracle Against Israel appear s not only to be central to under standing the entire
Oracle Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:8) but also to understanding what comes after it.
Thus , the Oracle Against Israel is related not only to the Oracles Against the Na tions that
precedes it. It also foreshadows the indictments Amos levels in the chapters that follow it.
Accordingly , it stands in a key position to what comes before and what comes after.
Scholars like Jorg Jeremias 47 have already indicated the leading role which the Israel
strop he play s in the entire circles of oracles in Amos 1 and 2. Jeremias forcefully asserted
that , "The Oracles Against the Nations cannot be interpreted apart from the IsraelStrophe as their eclip se." 48 Similarly , Francis Anderson and David Freedman
acknowledged that it was held among some scholars that the indictment s against the
foreign nations were only a build up to the actual topic , the denunciation oflsrael.

49

Also ,

J. K Howard reiterated that , "Amos begins by drawing the attention of his hearers to the

evils and corruptions of the sunounding nations ... Then , having skillfull y prepared the
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way, and with the attention of the crowd firmly held, Amos comes to the center of his
message, the final withering blast which is this time against themselves."

50

And to summarize the centrality of the Israel's strophe , Bruce Birch compared the effect
of placing the Oracle Against Israel at the end of the Oracles Against the Nations with
Nathan's confrontation of David. 5 1 Nathan recounted to David the story of the rich man
who took and killed a poor man's only lamb. After hearing the story, David was annoyed
at the injustice against the poor man. Then, the prophet told him , "You are that man." (II
Samuel 12: 1-10). In the same way , after listening to the indictment against the foreign
nations, the Israel strophe as the culmination of the Oracles Against the Nations conveys
the message that Israel is that nation being condemned. This is essentially true, when one
considers that Amos ' prophecy was addressed to Israel (and not to any other nation).
Amos I: 1 designates that Israel is the audience of Amos' prophecy. Again, Amos told
Amaziah that God took him from tending the flock and told him unambiguously to go
prophesy to Israel (Amos 7: 15). Hence, the Israel strophe received special and added
attention. 52 It is not surprising that when it comes to the oracle on Israel, the author used
more words, spent more time and more energy to relay this message. That message was
not only central in the circle of oracles but was also central in the entire book of Amos. It
was a message that was often repeated and elaborated upon. The text (Amos 1:3-2:8)
reveals that Israel is the real target of Amo s' indictment. The foreign nations are
condemned along with Israel not because of their breaking of any covenantal obligation.

50
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They are also not condemned because of their refusal to recognize certain behaviors that
they were expected to recognize by use of their conscience. Israel appears to be the key to
understanding the disquiet among its neighbors. The infringement against right
relationship among Israel's neighbors necessitating Amos' indictment is nothing but a
spillover of Israel's infringement against right relationship among themselves. Israel's
iniquity has international consequences.

5.2

THE USE OF THE WORD 'Yill!J

A second indication that links all the oracles in Amos 1 and 2 to Israel is the use of the
term '}1.lp!;I(revolt). The text uses the term 'Yill!J to reference the infringements committed
by the foreign nations and Israel. 53 The word 'Yill!J is a political referent. 54 It is used
primarily in treaty situations where a vassal revolts against its suzerain. 55 For instance,
the actions of Moab against Israel after the death of Ahab in 2 Kings l: 1 is described as
'}1.lp!;I
. Likewise

, the rift between Edom and Judah which led to Edom's quest for its own

king during the reign of Jehoram in 2 Kings 8:20 is labelled a 'Yill!J . Also, the secession
of Israel from Judah during the reign ofRehoboam in 1 Kings 12:19 was designat ed as
'Yill!J. While

it is true that all the nations mentioned in Amos 1 and 2 had some form of

relation ship with the Davidic-Solomonic empire , there is no evidence that there was a
common treaty or covena nt that bonded these nations together while they were under
David 's rnle. Even if there were such a treaty, not all the atrocities for which Amos
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indicted the nations were committed against Israel. 56 Therefore , the application of the
term ,}1.o/!;lshould not be viewed as referring to revolt against previous treaty agreement
with Israel and Judah .57 It appears unlik ely to refer to a revolt against the Davidic empire
as Max Polley would want us to believe. 58
Instead, it is obvious that ,yw!J is used in referring to a revolt against God. Amos stresses
the fact that the punishment against the nations was to be effected by God. Indeed,
several scholars agree that the use of ,yw!J in l and 2 referred to a revolt against God. 59
As far as these oracles in Amos 1 and 2 are concerned, the use of ,yw!J can best be
understood when connected to Israel's relationship with God. The proposal that the
foreign nations were under God's rule and so could be condemned along with Israel does
not appear to be convincing. Likewise , the idea that the nations were supposed to have
known certain ethical laws enshrined on their heart s appears to be an ad hoc propo sal to
solve a difficult problem - why the nations were indicted along with Israel. There is no
way the nations could have revolted against a God to whom they had not sworn an
allegiance! 60 It was Israel and Judah that had allegiance with God. It makes sense when
the crimes oflsrael are designated ,yw!J. Undeniably, the manner in which the text (Amos
2:6-8) details the misdeeds oflsrael when compared with its covenantal relationship with
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God shows that Israel is the major culprit in the entire Oracle Against the Nations.
Certainly , the foreign nations' infringements against right relationship between one
nation and the other is a spill-over of Israel's infringements against right relationship as
detailed in the Israel strophe.

5.3

THE USE OF THE FORMULA OF IRREVOCABILITY

The third intimation to associating the Oracle Against the Nations with the Oracle

N7"I will not revoke it." It has already been
Against Israel is the use of the words ~J~•W~
acknowledged in the previous chapter that scholars have different opinions when it comes
to interpreting ~)~'W~N].Thus, for some, it has been interpreted to mean the irrevocability
of the word of God. For some others, it is said to be the inescapability of God ' s wrath.
And still for some, it refers to the definiteness of the voice of God. Furthermore , some
others believe it represents the inevitability of God ' s punishment.
Whatever ~JJ'W~
N7might mean , it appears to be connected to prophetic intercessions .
Prophetic intercession was one way in which God's punishment or judgement could be
averted, altered or revoked in the Old testament. 61 There are ample evidence in the Old
Testament, (especially before the exile) where the revocation of divine punishment or the
proclamation of it because of grave transgressions of the people was precipitated on
prophetic intercessions. 62 Exodus 32:1-14 presents a good example of the involvement of
prophetic intervention in divine decisions. The Israelites had incurred the wrath of God
by molding and worshiping the golden calf when Moses delayed in coming down from
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the mountain. As a result, God decided to punish Israel by destroying them. Moses
interceded on behalf of the people. The Lord conceded and revoked the punishment the
Lord had intended to unlea sh on Israel. Another good example is the intervention of
Balaam in Numbers 23:1-20. Balak king of Moab had approached Balaam the prophet
for prophetic intervention. He wanted him to intercede with God to curse the Israelite s so
as to defeat Israel. Balaam interceded as requested but God insisted on the irrevocability
of his blessings on Israel. Also, Amos 7: 1-9 present s additional examples of prophetic
intercession. Amos interceded in the visions of the swarms oflocusts and that of the
judgement by fire. The Lord heeded, relented and revoked the punishment. But when it
came to the vision of plumb line, God insisted on the conclusiveness of the punishm ent
that was to come.
Thus, the presence of the term 1.:l~'W~
N?in the oracles against the foreign nations appears
to meaningful only when associated with the Israel strophe. It could only be conceivable
on the basis of prophetic intercession for Israel. 63 Israel is responsible for breaking its
covenantal relationship with God; a covenant that required fidelity to the demand of right
relationship with God and with each member of the community. The oracles in Amos
1:3- 2:8, exist because of the prophetic activities of Amos. The prophet reiterated in
Amos 1: 1 that his prophecy or vision is directed at Israel. Thus, the reference to 1.:l~'W~
N?
is the result of Amos' prophetic intervention concerning Israel. The presence of 1.:l~'
IV~N?
in the other oracles within the circle of oracles in Amos 1 and 2, help to shed more light
on the responsibility of Israel. Israel's failure to be faithful to the covenantal demand of
social justice in the community as expressed in right relationship gives a boost to the
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infringem ent against right relationship that were perpetuated against neighboring nation s
in the Oracles Against the Nations.

5.4

THE USE OF THE STAIRCASE NUMERICAL FORMULA

The fourth inklin g that gives an insight into why the Oracle Against Israel is part of the
Oracles Against the Nations and its culmination is the use of the staircase numerical

transgressions ... and for four." The exact number of transgressions indicated in this
numerical formula has been a subject of debate among scholars for several years.
Scholars are still not in agreement about the number of transgression s implied in the
oracles. Accordingly , some scholars hav e opined that the numerical formula should not
be construed as referring to a definite number of transgressions. They belie ve that it
refers to multiple or indefinit e number of wrongdoings. 64
Some others conten d that the employment of the staircase numerical number connotes
specific number of offences. 65 Among scholar s who believe that it denotes a definite
number of transgress ions, some believe the exact number of wrongdoings is the number
that appear in the second colon of the parallel , while the rest accept the sum total of the
number s in the first and second colon s of the parallel as the precise number of
contraventions. What ever is the actual number of tran sgressions , one notices that only
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one crime is listed in each oracle against the foreign nations, 66 despite the fact that more
than one misconduct is said to have been committed. 67 It is only the Israel strophe that
mentions several wrongdoings as the reasons behind the indictment. Several scholars
believe four transgressions were identified in the Oracle Against Israel. 68 On the other
hand, Meir Weiss suggests that the actual number of transgressions in the Israel strophe is
seven and not four. He identified three and four as the two most natural components of
the number seven. 69 He concluded that Amos had seven transgressions in mind when he
composed the Israel strophe. According to Weiss, Amos had to split it into the two most
natural components of the number seven - which is three and four.
The conclusion of Weiss that the exact number of transgressions outlined in the Israel
strophe is seven appears convincing. It appears believable not because that was what
Amos had in mind as Weiss would want us to believe. Whatever Amos had in mind
cannot be ascertained. What can be corroborated is the text as we have it. A close reading
of the Israel strophe reveals seven wrongdoings as the basis for the indictment of Israel.
The major reason why some scholars have pinned the number of misconducts to four is
that most of the transgressions are outlined in paired formation with poetic parallels. 70
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Thus, some transgressions appeared to be standing in synonymous parallels to each other.
Consequently, some scholars counted transgressions that appeared synonymous to each
other in a parallel as a single transgression rather than two. But when the crimes are
counted individually without resorting to categorizing them as synonymous parallels ,
they are seven in number.
Accordingly, only the Oracle Against Israel makes complete sense among the cycles of
oracles in Amos 1 and 2. In the other oracles , the prophet states that the nations in
question are being indicted for the seven transgression , but only one wrongdoing is
mentioned. Again , seven nations were indicted before the prophet turned his attention to
the Israel strophe that is unique from the rest. Thus, the Oracle Against the Nations
(Amos 1:3-2:5), have been constructed in such a way that they become a rhetorical
strategy pointing at the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8). 71
The seven transgressions detailed in the Israel strophe were crimes against right
relationship with individual within the community. They were also infringement against
right relationship with God. Israel's present and past transgressions against right
relationship with God and individuals within the community went unchecked. The use of
the staircase numerical formula for the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) and those of
the other nations (Amos 1:3-2:5) suggests that the atrocities against right relationship s
committed by Israel's neighbors against one another, are related to and perhaps a spillover of those committed within the Israelite community.
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5.5

SUMMARY

Undeniably, Amos himself does not tell the reader why Israel is indicted along with the
foreign nations. Also, the narrator is silent about the purpose of the Israel's strophe within
the Oracles Against the Nations. Yet, the way the text (Amos 1:3-2:8) is constructed
speaks volumes about Israel's blameworthiness in the disarray that is evident in the
circles of oracles in Amos I and 2. The information about Israel's responsibility among
the nations that were once under the Davidic-Solomonic empire is indirectly conveyed
through the placement of the Oracle Against Israel as the culmination of the Oracles
Against the Nations. It is also surreptitiously exposed through the use of covenantal and
prophetic intercession vocabularies even while addressing the foreign nations.
The four clues detailed above give the reader insight into Israel's obligation. Also, the
distinctive nature of the deprecation oflsrael when compared to the rest of the oracles in
Amos I and 2, coveys the message of the centrality oflsrael's involvement in the
disorder that engulfed the regions that were once under David's rule. It is Israel (and
Judah) that is in a covenantal relationship with God. As a covenant community , Israel
was expected to remain faithful to the covenant. Nonetheless, it engaged in the breaking
of this divine-human pact in right relationship within its own community. Those seven
transgressions listed as reasons for Amos' indictment were clearly members oflsrael 's
community doing injustice against each other. They were surely domestic crimes against
each other. Yet, they were in essence injustice against humanity and rebellion against
God. 72
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Israel's special position as the elect of God began with the call of Abraham in Genesis
12. Abraham was called to raise up descendants who through justice and righteousness
wou ld show God ' s ways (Gen 18: 19).73 It was through the covenant between the Lord
and Abraham, that God promised to make Israel a great nation and a conduit of blessings
to all the nations. To be able to carry out this divine mandate, God bestowed both
blessings and responsibility upon Israel. 74 They were to enjoy the blessings of their
unique relationship with God while at the same time attending to the responsibility that
their privileged position placed upon them. 7 5 So, the covenant was central to Israel's
election. Israel was expected to conduct its life in confonnity to the dictates of the
covena nt. It is, in fact, through compliance to the demands of the law that Israel would be
able to function as God's servant , representing the Holy One and the righteous character
of the divine before the nations of the world. 76 Strict conformity to the demands of the
laws of God was to be that which distinguished Israel from any other nation, 77 Thus , its
election was not arbitrary. It was a purposeful election. Israel was called to be a light unto
the nations. From the very beginning of its story, Israel 's vision was to be that which
drew all peoples to God (Isaiah 2:2). It was to tower and be lifted high above other
nations so that all nations will stream to it (Isaiah 2:2). All people were expected to go to
Israel , the house of God where they are to be taught the ways of the lord and also follow
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the Lord's footstep {Isaiah 2:3). With Israel leading and showing example, all nations
were to live in peace with no more wars among the nations (Isaiah 2:4). Accordingly,
what Israel is called to do is clearly spelled out throughout the prophets and it goes all the
way back to Abraham being a source of blessings to all families and nations (Genesis
22:18). the way back to Abraham being a source of blessings to all families and nations
(Genesis 22:18). The author of Amos confirms Israel's uniqueness in 3:2 when he says,
"only you have I know of all the families of the earth." Here the Hebrew word for "to
know" connotes more than information about God . It conveys the sense of deep enduring
relationship. Yet , Amos paints a gloomy picture of how Israel's own house is in disarray
as a result of injustice against right relationship among members of its own community
and against God. Amos' indictment ofisrael shows how far it had gone from its
electedness. Israel's election was not only about being special. It was also about being
accountable. Israel was not doing what it was called to do. Instead of being blessed and
being a blessing unto others, it perpetuated injustices that brought about infringements
against right relationship s. Thus , its own interior well-being was in disarray. People
seemed to have lost the sense of conscience and their fidelity to the covenant fell apart.
Its domestic sphere being in chaos reacted with itself such as it reacts with the other
nations that formed the Davidic-Solomonic empire . Thus, the author of Amos made it
clear that the very blessedne ss bestowed upon Israel became its indictment. "You I have
known of all the familie s of the emih . Therefore , I will punish you for your iniquities "
(3:2).
that affected the other nations that were supposed to be drawn into its blessedness. Thus,
one by one the nations that once formed the Davidic -Solomonic empire brok e away from
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Israel. Having broken away from Israel they went after each other in the most brutal ways
as Amos clearly describes. Consequently, the disorder in the name of infringement
against right relationship as seen in the foreign nations is nothing but a spillover of
Israel's inability to promote justice as enshrined in its covenantal obligation to God and
to members of the community. Indeed, the distinctive nature of Israel's indictments , and
the placement of the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) serves as the culmination of the
Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:8). Given Israel ' s responsibility to draw all
unto the one true God , the Oracle Against Israel's placement suggests how its iniquity is
related to international iniquity. Israel not only failed itself, but it failed the other nations.
Thus, it reaps consequences not only for the least of its own citizens but also for peoples
residing beyond its borders.
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CHAPTER SIX
AMOS' INDICTMENT OF ISRAEL: A CHALLENGE TO THE NIGERIAN
SOCIETY
A review of the distinctive nature oflsrael's denouncement and its placement within the
Oracles Against the Nations has disclosed that the effects of injustice travel far beyond
the location where it is committed. Indeed , just as this is true for Israel and its neighbor s,
so is it valid for people of all ages. 1 The present chapter will focus on establishing that the
dynamics which led to the infringements against right relationship s in Israe l that
reverberat ed in the surrounding nations during Amos' time still exist in present -day
Nigeria. Indeed , the historical situation oflsrael and that of the present-day Nigeria are
not exactly the same . Israel was called to be a light and a blessing on to the nation s.
Nigeria has never been vested with such a mandate. Even though Nigeria is not called to
be a blessing to others, still Nigeria is also very blessed. Howe ver, the dynamics of
injustice overflowing boarders does not happen only when a nation is called to be a
blessing. It occurs all the time and Nigeria happen s to be a good example. The overall
aim of this chapter is to demon strate that doing this project is not ju st about an ancient
text (Amos 2:6-8) , but that the dynamics in the text resound in the researcher's country.
Perhaps, that is one reason why the text should be viewed with all seriousn ess.
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The Nigerian situation bear s glaring similariti es to the historical conditions of Israel
during the time of Amos. 2 Amos' prophetic ministry took place during the reigns of
Jeroboam II (786-746 B.C .) oflsrael and Uzziah (783 -742 B.C.) ofJudah. The economic
reconstruction of Jeroboam II was believed to have produced great mat erial/economic
opulenc e, military triumph , and politi cal stability to Israel. How ever, according to Amos,
most of the people were , in fact, starvin g and indigent. While outer conditions in the
nation indicated a period of abundance and stability for some , many experienced
economic destitution and personal vulnerability. Because Jeroboam II's tenure as king
endured for almost 40 years, the lengthy conditions of impoverishment and decline
created oppre ssive situations for large number s ofl srael's citizens. Thus, while the time
of Jeroboam brou ght about the appearance of great prosp erity and luxury , the effects
were felt by a minority of people. It was these unb alanced condition s that prompted the
denunciation of acts of injustice by Amos.
Similarly, the outer appearance of the Nigerian nation sugges ts an era of wealth and
stability. God has blessed Nigeria with en01mous natural and human resource s sufficient
to provid e convenience and comfort for all. 3 Its land is fertile with a good climate that
promotes the production of food and cash crops in season and out of season . It has a
reasonable share of mineral resources of which petroleum produc ts top the list. It is the
largest oil-producing nation in Africa and the sixth in the world.4 Niger ia also has a
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considerable deposit of gold, coal , limestone, iron ore, and other mineral resources.

5

When it comes to human resources , Nigeria is estimated to have approximately two
hundred million person s.6 It is the most populous nation in African. 7 It ha s produced
intellectuals in almo st every field of study. Som e of them are today heading various
university departments all over the world. 8 In other areas such as sports, music , and
business, Nigerian s continue to shine and be counted among the best in the world. It is
difficult to mention topnotch business administrators, sportsper son s and leaders of
different organizations in different parts of the world without coming across one or two
names from Nigeria. Indeed , Saint Pope John Paul II attested that Nigeria is "a nation
blessed by the creator with a rich human potential and with natural wealth."

9

Not unlike the tim e of Jeroboam when Israel appeared to be flourishing and pro spering ,
Nigeria gives the appearance as ranking as one of the best countrie s in the world.
Yet, like Israel in the 8th century BCE during the time of Amos, appearances can be
deceiving. Today , Nigeria lists as the 5 l51 among the poorest nations in the world. 10 Its
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poverty stems from the unfair distribution of its God-given resources, corruption, and
other forms of socia l injustice.11These appear to be some of the same social ills that
Amos condemned in Amos 2:6-8.12Ikenna Umeanolue reiterated that Amos' message
was directed against socia l sins like injustice, greed , corruption, and false worship ,
especia lly in Israel. 13 Like the time of Amos , the Nigerian society is harshly divided
between the rich and the poor. The rich are the few who enjoy the prosperity and luxury
of the Nigerian society.

14

They care only about their coziness and self-interest. And , as in

the time of Amos , the majority of Nigerians live below the povert y line. 15
In chapt er four , this paper detailed Amos' disapproval and denunciation of the various
forms of social injustices predominant in his society. Those social sins streame d from the
different facets of the Israelite society. In the same vein , social injustices emanate from
different aspects of the Nigerian nation , including the economic, political, judicial , and
religious aspects. Umeanolue 16 has already shown how corruption has eaten into these
aspects of the Nigerian social order. This research will bo1Towfrom Umeano lue 's
arrangement in its appraisa l of how in-hou se social injustices in the form of corruption
has eaten deep into the fabric of the nation.
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6.1

SOCIAL INJUSTICE FROM THE ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Amos painted a picture of the economic prosperity of the Israelite society of his time by
detailing the extravagant mode of living associated with the few privileged who
suppresse d the poor and needy.17They had winter and summer houses built with ivory
and hewn stones (Amos 3:15). 18 They also becam e fattened from eating the finest of food
and drink and the best the society could produce (Amos 4: 1). 19 Conversely, the poor and
needy were ill-treated , oppressed, and subjugated to all sorts of humiliation (2:6). Even
though the incidents that Amos condemned took place more than 2000 years ago, history
appears to be repeating itself. The mistreatment of the poor and needy by the rich is also
reflected in the Nigerian society. 20 The rich have costly houses virtually in every part of
the nation. These houses cost millions of Naira 21 to erect. In some instances , even the
materials used in building those house s are imported and shipped into the country. The
furniture and the finishing also come from the finest from all over the world. They
showc ase their wealth through their dressing. They wear expensive clothes , luxuriou s
pieces of jewehy, and posh perfumes. The type of shoes and wristwatches they wear
(usually foreign-made) reveals their privileged circumstances and positions. They also
buy fleets of vehicles made up of the latest models and very expensive. The poor , on the

17

Robert R Ellis, "Amos Economic s," Review & Expositor 107, no. 4 (September 2010): 470.

18

Ibid.

19

Umeanolue , 188.

20

Ibid. , 187.

21

The Naira is the currency of Niger ia. The exchange rate is N380 = $1.

177

other hand, cannot even afford public transportation when it exists. 22 People notice the
recklessly extravagant nature of the rich when they attend social functions . They spray
bundles of money, usually on the celebrants without restraint. 23 Amidst such affluence,
the majority of the population struggle for food they require to sustain the body . Many
can hardly afford three square meals a day. 24
The marketplace was part of the duplicitous and oppressive manipulation of the poor and
needy in Amos' time. The prophet created a vivid pictur e of how the poor and needy
were robbed through the falsification of scales 25The Nigerian situation is not different.
The less privileged who possess little money is at the mercy of trader s. One cannot buy
such simple foodstuffs such as rice, corn, garri, and other grains without the possibility
of being cheated. Some sellers use smaller or fake measuring instruments such as cups,
tins, or bags to transact busines s. 26 Innocent buyers usually are unaware of these deceit s,
and they buy them at the same price as those sold with the correct mea sur ing
instruments .27Also, substandard goods and materials flood the marketplaces in their
countless numbers. Many people have had fatal accidents while using fake motor pa1is.
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Many have also lost their lives using adulterated medications. 28 Meanwhile , those
merchants and traders who engage in such injustices against the poor and needy smile to
their banks with big profits made from selling substandard products. This sounds a lot
like the marketplace malpractices against the poor and needy condemned in Amos 8:5.
The Public service industry in Nigeria also plays a role in the infringement against right
relationship in the form of corruption. Majority of those who have the responsibilities of
providing services that improve the well-being of every Nigerian use their positions and
authority for personal gains. 29 Money allocated for necessary infrastructures that will
benefit the ordinary citizen are embezzled and directed into private pockets and banks.
The award of contracts , promotions , job staffing , and appointment into positions of
authority in the public service are given to only family members , relations, and friends of
those in the areas of power. 30
Security agencies in Nigeria are not immune from the social wrong leveled against the
ordinary citizen. The Armed Forces, the Police Force, other security forces, and most
paramilitary force s (such as Customs, Immigration, Prisons Service, and Civil defense
Corps) have been accused of corrupt practices that have infringed against right
relationship. 31 A brief glance at practices among the Nigerian Police Force offers further
evidence of the social inju stice among the so called security agencies. The Police raise
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roadblocks 32 to extort money from motorists, 33 detain unsuspecting citizens to obtain
bribes and even unlawfully arrest innocent persons to gain money from excessive bail. 34
Such cheating echoes Amos 8 where bribes and the swindling and tampering with scales
enab led merchants to collect money that was not theirs and cheat the average person who
was strugg ling against impoverishment.

6.2

SOCIAL INJUSTICE FROM THE POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

In Amos 2:7, the author appears to disparage the political elites of his time for their
greediness. The political landscape appeared to be prosperous. But, in reality , the wealth
of the nation was in the hands of only a few, namely the king and his royal bureaucrats ,
who were expected to protect the defenseless in the kingdom . Accordingly , the prophet
criticized them for promoting socia l inequity and for not being in touch with the needs of
the poor and needy. 35 Most Nigerian politicians are also greedy and have lost touch with
the need s of the ordinary citizen. For instance , political office or position in Nigeria is no
longer an avenue for service. It has become a means of accruing and channe ling public
funds into the private pocket s of political leader s, their families, and their cronies. 36
Political injustice in Niger ia begins from the Political godfathers. Political godfatherism
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has held and is still keeping Nigerians in perpetual captivity . The supper-rich who act as
godfathers , search for and recruit people they feel they can use to take advantage of the
population. They encourage their preferred candid ates to vie for specific elective
po sitions. Then, they use their money and powerful influenc es to support and help their
candidates to win elections.37 Having been so helped to win elections , those candidates
pay allegiance to their godfathers who put them there. They execute policie s that benefit
their godfathers and not the ordinary citizens. By the time those in elected position s
"sett le" with their godfathers by repaying them the money they spent on the elections and
also rewarding them for their "k indnes s," 38 nothing is left for project s that will benefit the
ordinary citizen. Only the rich benefit from the Nigerian government. The rich become
richer, and the poor become poorer.
The act of political godfatherism enables wealthy Nigerians to keep to their wealth and to
hold the rest in perpetual captivity. Thus , they feel secure knowing that they control the
wealth of the nation. The situation here is similar to the politi cal landscape in Israel
during the time of Amos . The politi cal airnngement of that time created a conducive
atmosphere for the politic al elites to amass the wea lth of the nation and guarantee their
retention of economic power. 39 In Amos 6: 1-8, the prophet portrayed the political elites of
his time as feeling secured on Mount Samaria and at ease in Zion. 40 They used the poor
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and needy of the Israelite society to enrich themselves and make themsel ves comfortable.
Likewise, rich politicians in Nigeria use the poor and needy during election seasons and
dump them when they get elected into choicest political positions. Most times , tho se who
win elective positions are not the actual winners. They are the shrewdest riggers and
manipulators. 4 1 They embezzle public funds required to maintain roads , hospit als,
schools, and other social facilities that would have better the lives of the poor and needy
in the society. After embezzling public funds , Nigerian politicians deposit their ill-gotten
wealth into foreign banks . The poor and needy , on the other hand , lack the necessities of
life such as food , shelter, education , sound health system, and a good transportation
system. Under this situation , it is the poor and needy who bear the direct effect of milking
the country dry. The rich have all they need. They travel to different parts of the world
for medical attention and send their children to choicest schools abroad,
Amos exercised his prophetic ministry at a time when Israel was in disarray against itself.
The poor and needy were oppressed and abused ; the legal system was corrupt, oppre ssive
marketplace practices were widespread, religion was devoid of moral s, and the oppressed
were denied justice. 42 The political elites did not salvage the situation becau se it worked
to their advantage. Their privileged position insulated them from the harsh realitie s of the
poor and needy. Thus, the prophet was harsh in his criticism. Even though Amos
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censured the political leaders of his time, yet , his message has a universal appeal 43 that
even speaks to the Nigerian situation described above.
6.3

SOCIAL INJUSTICE FROM THE JUDICIAL PERSPECTIVE

Amos was particularly concerned about the legal protection of the oppressed. Thus , in
Amos 2:7 , he chastised those who denied the oppressed justice. The prophet was specific
in his condemnation of those who refuse to dispense justice to whoever deserves justice
and those who take lies for truth (Amos 5: 10). The corrupt and oppressive structures in
Israel's legal system , which warranted the prophet's condemnation is not confined to the
ancient text. The same corrupt and oppressive structures exist in the Nigerian society
today. Just as the prophet was able to identify and to condemn injustice in the legal
system of his time , so should the judicial injustice prevalent in the Nigerian society be
acknowledged and denounced. In Nigeria, the Judiciary is empowered to protect the
rights of every single individual, and especially the ordinary person . It does this by
integrating , constructing, and applying laws in resolving disputes to checkmate any
transgression .44 It is the beacon of hope safeguarding equal access to justice for
everybody. Yet, social injustice in the f01m of bribery and corn1ption has become a
cancer that has eaten deep into the fabric of the Nigerian judicial system. The virus of
bribery and corruption has infe sted courts in Nigeria. 45 Some members of the judiciary
(including judges and magi strate s from the lowest levels up to the highe st point of the
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Suprem e Court) appear to have contacted this flu called bribery and corruption. Some
judges and magi strates receive large amounts of mon ey, 46 landed property , and other
favor s from litigant s as bribe s when they approach the courts. The supporting staff of the
Judiciary demand gratification s for performing their official duties. Justice has become a
marketable commodity available to the highe st bidd er.47 The judiciar y system should be
the last hope for commoners to get ju stice . But , because of buying and selling of just ice,
that hope has turned into misery. 48 The courts will always rule in favor of the rich because
of briber y.49 So, innocent people spend month s, if not years, in police cells and pri sons
because they are unable to pay their way through the "cash and carry" judicia ry system in
Nigeria. 50
The situation described above mirror s the 8th century BCE when Amo s stood his ground
to denounc e judi cial injustice. In Amos 5: 12, he was very voca l in letting the peop le
know that those who take bribe to oppress the innocent are doomed to be punished. He
also reiterated that whoever takes a bribe to deprive the poor of justice will never go
without being puni shed.51 There is no denying of this fact; those thing s that were
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offensive to God during the Old Testament times are still offensive to God in the present
times. 52 Accordingly , though the prophet spoke against atrociti es committed in his days
and time , Yet , he speaks to the present situation in the Nigeria n legal system described
above .

6.4

SOCIAL INJUSTICE FROM RELIGIOUS PERSPECTIVE

Amos' indictment oflsrael has a religiou s undertone (Amos 2:8). Israel's relationship
with God was at the core of Amos ' accusat ions. There is no doubt that Israel was
religious . It held firmly to all prescribed ceremonies and traditions when it comes to its
relationship with God. 53 However , its religiosity was pigeonholed by falsehood , pretense ,
and degrading immoralities. 54 So, althoug h the worship of God was popular in Israel , it
did not affect their immoral behavior s. As such, they engaged in infringement against
right relationship with one another in the form of oppression , suppression, injustice , and
fraudulence. 55
The Nigerian society is also as religiou s as the ancient times of Amos . Long before the
advent of Chr istianity and Islam , the geographica l entity called Nigeria consisted of
people who were naturally religious. Though they may not have known God as the God
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of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob , nonetheless , they knew and had a relationship with the
divine. 56
This religiosity of the Nigerian society does not always translate to moral uprightness.
Nigeria is a country with easily the largest number of churches per capita in the world. 57
Yet, the society has continued to be bedeviled by moral decadence. In the face of abject
poverty and economic distress affecting the majority of Nigerians, many find reprieve in
religion. 58 Church leaders know this, and some capitalize on this to exp loit the poor and
needy. They use religion to enrich themselves by making merchandise of gullible
believers. 59 Like mushrooms, churches continue to spring up daily at different corners of
the society. People's backyards , uncompleted buildings , stores, warehouses , abandoned
cinema buildings , and other public places 60 are converted into churches and places of
worship. It is common to see several churches and places of worship situated on a
particular street or occupy a single building. 61
Amidst the multiplicity of churches /worship centers and the display of religiosity, Nigeria
looks more like the 8th Century Israel. In Amos 5:21-25, the prophet detailed God's
discontentment with Israel's religious practices that was devoid of justice and
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righteousness. He was explicit in letting the people know that God hates their religious
festivities and would not accept the offering they present to the holy one. Israel 's songs of
praise was noise to the Lord since it was void of justice and righteousness. Nigeria
appears to be repeating Israel 's mistakes. The churches/places of worship that multiply
every day are not born out for evangelization and to please God. 62 They have become
profitable organizations and the easiest way of making money. Thus , the owners of these
churches use every available means to publicize their gospel of prosperit y and
materialism. 63 It is not unusual to see bible-toting pastors in open place s, public
transports , bus terminals , and road intersections preaching their "get rich quick '
sermons 64 • They also buy airtime on televisions and radio stations, or even on cell phones
to assure their adherents how those who serve God are liberated from poverty. Then, they
take passages and verses from the bible , misinterpret them, and then use them to
manipulate their followers. They indoctrinate the gullible to bring their first
salaries/profits made from businesses, to pay tithes and to sow seeds" 65
"Family liberation s" is another means of using tricks to rob the innocent of their meager
resource by these greedy pastors and so-called men of God. People are told that to
succeed in life , they have to be liberated from every negativity. They pay an exorbitant
amount of mon ey to get these pastor s and "men of God" to come to their home s for
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"family liberation." The only thing they get in return for their money is the disintegration
of their families by these self-made pastors and "men of God. During these "family
liberations. " people listen to prophecies of how family members are responsible for the
lack of progress in the family. 66 And, how family members are planning to kill family
members. Mothers-in-law are said to be responsible for the childlessness of their
daughters-in-law, etc.67What families get from being liberated are divisions , hatred, and
hostility among themselves.
The disintegration of families arising from social injustice in the society did not begin in
Nigeria. Amos had already spoken about it more than 2000 years before now. He created
a vivid picture of the family depravity of his time by detailing how a father and his son
would resort to having the same woman (Amos 2:8). This means that the admonition of
the prophet in Amos 2:6-8 is very much relevant in Nigeria today.
As fami lies in Nigeria disintegrate because of false prophecy , the so-call seers and
prophets are rewarded with huge sums of money for "liberating' families. They rob
enough money from their victims to live flamboyantly luxurious lives. For example,
some of them have private jets , dress in the best designer clothes, and drive state-of -art
cars. But those who are "liberated" most time s are still poor , jobless , and can hardly
afford to put food on the table. Also, some Islamic religious leaders manipulate the
Qur 'a n for their gains by encouraging ethnic and religious conflicts. 68 Similarly , diviners
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who identify as traditional religious worshippers now manipulate oracular divinations.
They do so in some circumstances to suit their aggrandizement and enrichment. 69 Also,
the scenario where religious leaders who should protect the vulnerable are the very ones
exploiting the weak is not peculiar to Nigeria alone. It was rampant in Israel during
Amos' time. In Amos 7: 12-16, Amaziah accused Amos of using prophecy to earn his
bread in Israel. He also instmcted him to go and continue his "prophetic trading " in
Judah. Amos denied not being a member of the prophetic brotherhood, nor was he
dependent on the prophetic ministry for livelihood. On the contrary , Amos stood his
ground to condemn religious injustices , including those emanating from religious leaders.
As it was in the time of Amos, the multiplication of churches on a daily basis in Nigeria
and the gathering on Sunday/weekday for worship/revivals without social justi ce is
displeasing to God. Also, the paying of tithe s, sowi ng seeds/off erings , and family
liberation while at the same time oppressing and manipulating the poor and needy is
despiteful to Lord.

6.5

THE IMP ACT OF SOCIAL INJUSTICE ON NIGERIANS

Amos 2:6 -8 discloses that being faithful to the covenant entails being in good relation ship
with God and with one another. Thus , any infringement against right relationship is a
clear violation of one's covenant with God, which comes with consequences. This is tme
for Israel. It is also tme for Nigeria today. Accordingly, cormption has harmed both the
people and the nation . It has become part of the culture of many Nig erians. 70 Many grow
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up imbibing corrupt practices and seeing nothing wrong with them. 71 The society now
attaches an immeasurable value to wealth. 72 Efeturi Ojakaminor hit the hammer on the
head of the nail when he said, "The average Nigerian dream s of nothing but money ,
money , money . and more money. " 73 People aspire to get rich at all costs. 74 As in the time
of Jeroboam II, the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer. And , all the poor could do is
to admire the rich without questioning the source of their wealth. 75 The get-rich-at-allcost mentality triggered by the high po verty rate and economic deprivation in the country,
has driven a lot of people (especially the youth) to take to crime as a means of survival. 76
There are so many criminal activities some Nigerians engage in, incluing armed robbery
and kidnapping , which have become rampant. Those who take to armed robbery transfer
their anger and frustration about the economic anguish of the society on innocent citizens.
Also , kidnapping has become a lucrative business and widespread. So, people were
kidnapped and forced to pay a ransom. 77 In certain circum stanc es, when a victim of
kidnapping is unable to pay , caring family members contribute to pay the ransom. 78
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Criminality is not the only effect of social injustice in the polity. Several other negative
effects arise from the inability of the government to build a just society where everyone
has equal opportunity. The majority of Nigerians live below the poverty line and continue
to remain poor. They operate no more than a subsistence level economy, having no
savings, no health insurance , and no provisions for eventualities. 79 The government
increases annual budgets yearly. Yet , they yield no significant economic growth , nor do
they impact positively on the lives of the majority of its citizens. 80 The more money is
pushed into the coffers of government, the more they embezzle and siphon it into private
pockets. At the end of the day, it boils down to the rich getting even richer and the poor
poorer. Millions of Nigerians can no longer afford to feed well in a country that is
supposed to be the richest in Africa because of the ravenousness of those in charge , and
the mismanagement of our profuse human and natural resources. 81 As a result , the quality
of life of most Nigerians has degenerated to a level that is below human dignity. 82
Consequently, many have abandoned the country for greener pastures in Europe and
America. 83
The social injustice in Nigeria has become intolerable. And, whenever prejudice and the
subjugation of a people become unbearable, they consciously or unconsciou sly fight the
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system." 84 Thus, there is vio lence and resistance everywhere in N igeria - violence from
different ethnic groups, religious sects, security forces, armed robbery, and kidnapping.
The geo-political zones that makeup Nigeria are dissatisfied with each other and they
claim to be marginalized by one another. Many are either clamoring for resource control
or the break-up of the country.
In short, Nigeria is in chaos. The disordered scenario described above is reminiscent of
Israel of the 8th century BCE. Israel was in disarray with itself as Amos 2:6 -8 vividly
details. For a society that was in a covenantal relationship to live aright with each other,
Amos' accusations depicts in-house misconducts perpetrated by the powerful against the
poor and weak. Israel's crimes were clearly domestic atrocities committed against right
relationship with each other in the community as enshrined in the covenant. Likewise, the
social vices in Nigeria are not different from those condemned by Amos in the cited
passage above. All the wrongdoing being perpetrated in Nigeria are mostly committed by
Niger ians against fellow Nigerians. They are in-house injustices against the poor and
weak.

6.6

NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL INJUSTICE TRAVEL FAR

In chapter 5, this paper submitted that the disorder portrayed in the foreign nations was
only a spillover oflsrael ' s inability to promote justice as enshrined in its covenantal
obligation to God and members of the community. Thus, it demonstrated that Israel 's
infringement against right relationship reaped consequences not only for the least of its
own citizens but also for people residing beyond its borders. Indeed, Israel ' s election by
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God was not arbitrary. It was a purposeful election . Israel 's vision was to be that which
drew all peoples to God. When a nation is blessed with human and natural wealth and is
called to be a means for others to have well-being , and it fails, the consequences extend
beyond its borders. This is also true about the social injustice taking place in Niger ia. Its
negative consequences go beyond Nigeria. It has become a daily occurrence to see
Nigerians flocking to other foreign embassies (mainly European and American) in their
thousands to seek visas to travel. 85 As they leave th e country, the negati ve effect of
injustice is felt beyond the borders of Nigeria. The multipl e unde sirable impact of
Nigeria' s socia l injustices felt beyond its boundaries include the following:
6.7.1

THE BURDEN OF IMMIGRATION

In the Oracles Again st the Nations culminating with a strophe on Israel (Amos 1:3-2:8),
the proph et advocated for socia l ju stice. He also denounced the infringements against
right relationships. He reiterated the irrevocability of puni shment for the disintegration of
right relationship among communitie s and one nation against the other. He advanced the
cause of people who were forced and taken into foreign lands. Also, Israel was threatened
with exile. Thus, immigration played a role in Amo s' demand for social justic e. But
immigration has both positive and negative effects on host countries. 86 Po sitively, it helps
to diversif y the economies of host countr ies, 87 and create a fertile environment for the
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exchange of cultural values. 88 On the other hand , it creates burdens host countries bear
when people migrate to them. So, when Nigerians run away from home because of the
excruciating economic crisis, the countries they migrate to suffer some consequences.
These consequences include economic, security, political, and social responsibi lities. For
instance , there are financial implications involved in the provision of resources like
healthcare, housing facilities , safety , and education of immigrants. Also, some citizens of
these countries Nigerians run to view immigrants as those who are taking away their jobs ,
a drain on society , and enjoying services funded with taxpayer's money. 89 As such, some
natives become aggressive and violently attack immigrants. The xenophobic attack of
foreigners (especia lly Nigerians) in South Africa and some other countries are good
examples of the dissatisfaction of host country citizens with immigrants.
In the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) , with Israel's leadership /example , all nations
were to live in peace and no more wars among the nations (Isaiah 2:4) . But Israel was not
doing what it was called to do. So, others also suffered the repercussions oflsrael ' s
transgression. Likewise, had the Nigerian government done things right to salvage the
honible situation at home, there would have been no need for Nigerians to migrate to
other countries. The situat ion where other countries have to bear immigration burden
because of Nigerians who leave their country echoes the spillover oflsrae l 's disanay to
its neighboring country.
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6.7.2

CYBERCRIMES/INTERNET FRAUD

In Amo s 2:6-8, the proph et detailed the social injustice perp etrated against the poor and
the weak. It showed that Israel 's hou se was in disorder. When a nation that was suppo sed
to be a light unto other nation s fails, failure becomes the lot of those who look unto it. In
oth er words , when Israel's hou se is in disorder, it is not only Israel that suffers the
con sequenc es. Other people suffer as well. Like Israel, when Nigeria's house is in
disarray , it is not only Nigeria that suffer its negative effects. Other people suffer as well.
For example , Cybercrime has become an acceptable nom1 by many and has become
rampant. 90 Because the internet is not restricted in terms of distance and geographical
boundarie s, activities of cybercriminals in Nigeria , extend to other parts of the world.
Their victim s are not only Nigerians. They have victims all over the world and several
kinds of cybercrime existing today.91 But they all aim either to defraud or to cause harm.
Thus, wea lthy investors and individuals all over the world have been swindled of millions
and billion s ofNaira , Dollars , and other foreign cmTencies. For instance, on the 22 nd of
Augu st 2019 , the FBI indict ed 80 persons said to be members of an internation al
cybercriminal group that operated mainly between Los Angel es and Nigeria . They were
indict ed for stealing 6 million Dollar s and attempting to defraud 40 million Dollar s from
businesses, the elderly, and anyone vulne rable through var ious schemes.92 It was
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discovered that of the 80 cybercriminals, as much as 77 of them were Nigerians! The Los
Angeles experience is only one out of so many all over the world. Businesses, the elderly,
and many other people have been defrauded. The scenario here is similar to the spillover
oflsrael's social inequality in Amos 2:6-8, which instigated disorder in its neighboring
countries (Amos 1:3-2:5)

6.7.3

TRAFFICKING IN HUMAN PERSONS

In Amos 1:6-8 and 1:9-10, the prophet denounced Philistia and Tyre because they
deported an entire population and/or handed them to Edom. In support of Reed Lessing 's
position ,93 this research concluded in chapter three that Philistia and Tyre engaged in
slave trading. If slave trading was the reason behind handing a whole population to
Edom, then it sheds light on how the powerful mistreat defenseless human beings as mere
objects. 94 For economic cons ideration , Philistia and Tyre had no concern for their victims
as human beings. They were not regarded as human persons with dignity who should be
respected. Instead , they were besmirched, regarded as objects of merchandise , exiled, and
sold to Edom. 95 More than 2000 years after these repulsive acts were committed, the
same thing appears to be takin g place in Nigeria. Trafficking in human persons is
modern-day slavery. There is no denying that Nigeria has attained a notorious reputation
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as one of the prominent African countries in the trafficking of human persons. 96 Victims
are usually sourced from rural communities, 97 and then taken to different parts of the
world. 98 There, they find themselves entombed in involuntary prostitution and the brutal
conditions associated it.99 At this stage, they can do nothing because they have reached a
point of no return. Accordingly , they accept prostitution, with the exploitation and the
abuse that come with it. 100 These victims of human trafficking are more or less like the
entire population that the prophet said were exiled and handed over to Edom. Traffickers
lure them with fake promises of lucrative jobs and a better life abroad. Desiring to escape
the harsh economic situation at home , they jump at such supposed opportunities. They
are also taken to shrines and made to take oaths of secrecy and conformity to stipulated
conditions.
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Thus, they become helpless and under duress. Their oppressors , on the

other hand, make huge financial gains after bringing their victims to foreign lands and
subjecting them to this modem-day slavery.
The act of profiting from human trafficking is a violation of right relationship. As can be
seen from the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8) , the disintegration ofright relationship
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USDS, "Traffic king in Persons Report 2014," U.S. Department of State, accessed February 20,
2020, https://2009-2017.state.gov /j/tip/rls /tiprpt/2014 //index.htm.
97

lbid.

98
Erhurhu J Odivwri and Oluw afemi A ldowu, "A Conceptual Analysis of Human Trafficking in Nigeria,"
Dutse Journal of Humanities and Social Sc iences 3, no . I (2018): 131.

99

Some victims know from the beginning about what they are about to venture into. Still, they
voluntarily pursue such adventures to escape the economic situati on at home .
100

Al exis A. Aronowitz, Human Trafficking, Human Mise,y: The Global Trade in Human Beings ,
I edition. (Wes tpo11, London: Praeger, 2009), 24- 26.
101

Odivwri and ldowu , 13 1.

197

and the mounting injustic e in Israel had an impact on the neighboring nations. The
infringement against right relation ship amon g Israel' s neighbor s necessitating Amos '
indictm ent is nothing but a spillo ver of Israel's infringement against right relation ship
among thems elves. Israel's iniquity had international consequences. In the same way, the
trafficking in human persons perpetrated by Nigerians against Nigerians has international
consequence s. For instance, the images of destination countrie s of traffi c in human
persons are dragged to the mud . Also , victims suffer different kinds of illnesses; 102
especia lly the sexually transmitted ones. They can then quickly contribute to the spread
of diseases to destination countries , create public health emerg encies, and put pressure on
budgetary allocation to health facilities in destination countri es of human trafficking.
Finally, border s of destination countries in human traffickin g become permeable and a
threat to nation al security .103
6.8 SUMMARY
Undeniably the socio-economi c/politi cal situation oflsrael in Amos ' time differ s from
those obtained in present-day Nigeria. Still, there appear to be a series of un settling
connect ions between both nations. Amos spent his prophetic years prophesying in Israel.
There, he frow ned upon the social injustice that was predominant during his time. Amos
2:6-8 det ailed most of the wrongdo ings the prophet accused Israel of committing. One
thing that was common about all the transgress ions which Amos den ounce d is that they
were all infrin gemen ts against right relationships among individuals withi n the society.
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Thus, right relationship is the soul of social justice in the book of Amos. Here, God is
portrayed as the God who abhors and intervenes on behalf of victims of social injustice.
God does so because infringements against right relationship injures one's covenantal
relationship with God. More still , Israel ' s inclusion and placement as the culmination of
the Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:8), shows that the repercussions of injustice
travel far beyond where it is committed. Hence, the need to promote social justice in the
society.
God does not change (Malachi 3:6). In God ' s plans, those things that were true in the Old
Testament times are still valid today. 104 Many of the infringements against right
relationships detailed in Amos 2:6-8 , still occur today in Nigeria. Through research and
also from what is known personally, the veracity of this statement resonates with this
researcher in his own country. Corruption , unequal distribution of natural resources and
wealth , unemployment, and oppressive structure that keep the majority perpetually
subjugated and poor are being promoted in Nigeria. This sounds a lot like the broken
relationship s between community members in Amos 2:6-8. Thus, Amos' message to
avoid social injustice of whatever fo1m is still useful today .105 As detailed above , the
negative impact of social injustice in Nigeria affects Nigerians. They also affect people s
who reside beyond their borders . Hence many Nigerians have suffered and lived under
harsh conditions. In the same vein , different countrie s wher e Nigerian s run to for succor
have to bear certain unwanted burdens. Such burdens include immigration burdens and
the burdens associated with protecting citizens against public healthcare concerns. More
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so, individuals and corporations outside Nigeria have suffered untold hardship by being
defrauded of millions of currencies by some Nigerians who have taking to criminality for
survival. The only way to remedy these negative consequences of injustice (whether
among Nigerians or the outside world) is to promote social justice. This is where Amos'
prophetic message though pronounced more than twenty centuries ago, is relevant to the
Nigerian society.
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6.9 CONCLUSION
Social justice is a dominant concern in the book of Amos. Thus , it is no surprise that
social justice issues register within this book more than in any other Old Testament
tradition. A close reading of the book of Amos reveals that this prophet defines social
justice through the lens of relationship. It has to do with the relationship between the
Divine and the communities, and the relationship between individuals within the
community. Accordingly , being faithful to the demands of right relationship is
encouraged. Consequently , infringements against right relationship is condemned. The
text for review in this research has been Amos 2: 6-8 , typically refen-ed to as the Oracle
Against Israel. This text deals primarily with issues that border on right relationships.
Neve11heless, Amos 2:6-8 is not an isolated text. It needed to be discussed within the
context of Amos 1:3-2:16 , traditionally known as the Oracles Against the Nations.
Amos' Oracles Against the Nations are primarily a rejection of the infringements against
right relations. As has been shown , these pronouncements detail the injustices committed
by one neighboring nation against the other. However, the question navigating this study
concerned the Oracle Against Israel. What was its role as the final oracle in the
collection of the Oracle Against the Nations and did it have any relationship to these
other oracles given its unusual placement among them?
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This study argued that Israel is at the heart of the disorder that is taking place within these
nations that once formed the Davidic empire. The evidence oflsrael's blameworthiness
among the nations that were previously under David 's rule is circuitously conveyed
through the placement of the Oracle Against Israe l as the zenith of the Oracle Against the
Nations. It can also be seen when the prophet addresses the foreign nations using
covenantal and prophetic intercession vocabularies. Israel is indeed central to the disorder
at play in the region that was once under David 's rule. It was Israel that was in a
covenantal relationship with God. It was expected to remain faithful to the covenant,
which had right relationship as its foundation. Its election as the people of God was not
arbitrary. Israel 's status as the elect had to do with accountability. Israel was called to be
a light unto the nations , the means by which all peoples would be blessed. Isaiah's vision
was that Israel would draw all peoples unto God (Isaiah 2. 1-4). Yet the Oracle Against
Israel details the disarray in Israel' own house occasioned by the perpetuation of
injustice. Moreover , these infringement s were committed against God and against Israel 's
fellow citizens. Thus, Israe l's own domestic sphere was in disarray . Becau se Israel, the
supposed light unto the nations (who was expected to draw all people to God), is in
disarray with itself , disorder became the dynamism that affected the other countries that
were to look to it.
Consequently , one after another, each of the nations broke away from Israel. And, being
independent of Israel , they treated each other with brutality as described in the Amos 1
and 2. Thus, what appears to be injustices against right relationships that are portrayed
among the nations that were once under David's rule, are nothing but a spillover of
Israel's inability to promote justice as enshrined in its covenantal obligation to God and
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members of the community. So, the placement of the Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-8)
as the culmination of the Oracle Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:8) disclosed that when
injustice reign within a nation, it reaps consequences not only for the least of its own
citizens but also for peoples residing beyond its borders.
Israel's example of unchecked injustices reaping consequences that affect not just its
citizens but also people residing beyond its borders is not a dynamism confined to the
ancient world. While doing this project , I heard echoes of my own country and its own
history of injustice that has gone unchecked and thus spilled over to other countries that
might have benefitted from Nigeria's great abundance. Though attempting to avoid an
analogous reading between ancient Israel and my own country , the connections were
alarmingly clear. And perhaps that is the insight of this study. When acts of injustice
reign within a nation, they often have a rippling and even disastrous effect beyond their
intended borders. Thankfully the opposite is true about acts of justice as well. When a
people commit themselves to justice , the righteou sness that results often surpasses the
limits of our borders. When justice reigns, it may actually eclipse our highest
expectation s.
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